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ABSTRACT 
In Their Own Voices: The First-Year College Experiences of 
Upward Bound Alumni at Four-Year Postsecondary Institutions 
by 
Norma Romero 
Upward Bound (UB) projects provide educational support services to high school students in 
order to address inequalities in college access for low-income (LI) and first-generation students 
(FGS). However, access alone does not eradicate systemic barriers to positive collegiate 
experiences and degree attainment. As a federally funded program, UB regularly collects 
mandated outcome data; however, little is known about the specific academic, social, and 
emotional supports these programs provide. Especially lacking are in-depth qualitative studies 
that follow students into college and focus on students’ own stories. To address this gap in 
research, this study used in-depth interviews to capture the stories of LI, FGS first-year college 
experiences. Thematic analysis was used to identify challenges, successes, and commonalities in 
how participants described impacts of their UB participation. The research questions included:  
1) What are the academic and social experiences of Upward Bound alumni in their first year at a 
four-year postsecondary institution, and 2) What is the perceived relationship between Upward 
Bound participation and the first-year college experience of Program alumni? This research 
leveraged Yosso’s (2005) Community Cultural Wealth framework to elevate diverse forms of 
capital involved in students’ UB participation and college experiences. Analysis revealed 
significant themes related to expectations, belonging, the pressure to succeed, mental health, the 
impact of the UB experience, and the power of voice, concluding that, through UB participation, 
xii 
 
students’ existing capital/cultural wealth is honored, leveraged, and ultimately multiplied. 
Recommendations for addressing pervasive obstacles to success in college are provided for 
Upward Bound projects and higher education.  
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PROLOGUE 
I did not complete the first grade. At age six I was plucked from my first-grade classroom 
and began a battery of tests, after which I was deemed Gifted and sent off to the second grade. 
As young and naive as I was, I recall being uncomfortable with that label. It seemed unfair that I 
was given special treatment, and, even then, I questioned, to myself of course, why me? It 
seemed to me that on any given day anyone of my classmates could have provided interesting 
interpretations of Rorschach Test pictures and creative responses to questions such as, “If you 
had three wishes what would they be?” In retrospect, I believe I have been unconsciously 
attempting to level the educational playing field for much longer than I had realized.  
Conversations about college did not take place in my home. Even now, it surprises me 
that they did not occur among my high school peers and me. My older sister began working 
immediately after high school and married shortly after. None of my extended family attended 
college. The only school I recall hearing of was Cal State Los Angeles. When I learned there was 
a Cal State campus in Long Beach I thought, aha, I am going away to school! I applied, was 
admitted and that was my plan.  
Because my school counselor never inquired about my college plans, I was not enrolled 
in many college preparatory courses. As a result, I had a service course during my senior year 
where I worked for the college counselor. When a University of Redlands recruiter came to visit, 
I was tasked with gathering students for his presentation. I struggled to answer when asked why I 
was not attending the presentation. I had not attended previous college presentations, and it had 
never occurred to me to wonder why. The recruiter asked about my grades and test scores and 
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then handed me an application. The photos in the brochure were beautiful and the description 
sounded wonderful. My parents and I completed the application that evening.  
I imagine it is uncommon for students to visit their college campus for the first time for 
orientation weekend. However, that was my experience. My parents and I drove the 45 minutes 
to the university in silence. How had it not occurred to us to visit sooner, particularly before I 
decided to attend, or at the very least, once I had mailed my enrollment materials? During 
orientation, we sat among students and families who looked nothing like us and took in the 
information, or at least heard it.  
I was shell-shocked from the start. My mother had a history of suffering from choking 
spells when she became anxious. While eating an ice cream sundae after dinner, it happened, she 
began to choke, and I could see the look of panic and embarrassment on her face. Looking back, 
her physical reaction was the embodiment of what I was feeling inside, and it may have been 
prophetic of my eventual metaphorical choking in college. After the evening presentation, my 
parents were ushered off to their dorm room. They looked concerned about leaving me, yet 
relieved to be exiting the larger group. I was left to awkwardly mingle.   
Growing up in East Los Angeles, a predominantly Mexican-American community, and 
attending the neighborhood high school with similar demographics, my college orientation was 
my first experience in such a diverse and unfamiliar setting. I think I understood my discomfort 
on an emotional level, but nothing more. Throughout the weekend, my self-talk said, “I can do 
this, I am smart, I got into this school.” The rest of me wondered what I was doing there.  
In an effort to save money I chose to live in a triple occupancy dorm room. I had no idea 
I had enough financial aid to support a double room; what I did know was that my parents had 
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limited resources and I wanted to cut costs in every way possible. Odd numbers, in my case three 
people sharing a room, can result in an “odd person out” which was certainly the case for me. 
The first night in our room, my roommates asked why I had chosen to attend Redlands. I talked 
in “brochure language” about its small size and excellent academic record, never confessing that 
I had essentially picked it out of a hat. For each of them, the greatest appeal of the college from 
among their many options was that it was the furthest from home. Getting away was their 
primary goal. At seventeen, I had never ridden on a plane, nor had I spent any time away from 
home.  
Classes were fine at the start, but without friends, I studied alone and quickly became 
isolated. The more I withdrew, the harder it was to imagine being successful, which eventually 
took a toll on my grades and emotional state. The college was small, and characterized as 
intimate, yet no one seemed to notice my despair.  
After weeks of inner struggle, wondering why I was not able to adjust to college, I broke 
down in tears in a telephone conversation with my mom. What does a mother who misses her 
daughter and is struggling to help her say? “Come home.” I withdrew from school, said goodbye 
to my confused but unaffected roommates, and left. I had no idea that the two other students 
from my high school who attended the university would also eventually withdraw. After a few 
weeks, feeling ashamed and defeated, I enrolled at my local community college. I was supposed 
to be better than this. I had made it out, and here I was back home. I felt I had failed myself, my 
family, and my community. 
In high school, I was considered one of the top students. I worked hard and was quite 
active. I was prepared to do the same in college. At my community college, however, I 
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discovered I could get by without much effort and became lazy. My grades were mediocre and I 
planned to transfer schools, so I did only what was necessary to be admitted. Once at my four-
year university, I struggled to keep up.  
As a commuter student with three part-time jobs, I took all morning classes in order to 
work in the afternoon and weekends. As a result, I missed opportunities to engage with my 
classmates and my school. My time constraints, unfamiliarity with the campus beyond the 
buildings where my classes were held, and my general lack of college navigation skills landed 
me on academic probation after my first semester; not because I failed a course, but because I 
failed to drop it. As a psychology major, I was often one of the few students of color in my 
classes. I knew how uncomfortable and overwhelmed I felt, but I did not think much about why. 
I was too busy trying to get through each day. After a total of five years, I earned a bachelor’s 
degree and completed coursework toward a Secondary Teaching Credential. I had survived.  
This is my story; the story of a bright girl from a low-income Mexican family, whose 
parents did not graduate from high school. It is one of struggle, feelings of alienation and defeat, 
yet one that I am proud to tell. The telling of others’ stories is the goal of this research.  
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CHAPTER 1 
INTRODUCTION 
Upward Bound (UB), a program funded by the U. S. Department of Education, serves 
high school students across the country, most of whom come from low-income households, 
poor-performing high schools, and families in which neither parent has earned a bachelor’s 
degree. The goals of the Upward Bound program are to increase high school graduation, college 
enrollment, and college graduation rates of its participants, thus contributing to closing the 
achievement gap between students with social and economic privilege and traditionally 
marginalized students. Participants typically enroll in the program in their first year of high 
school and continue through high school graduation. As participants in the program, students 
receive a variety of academic and social supports including tutoring, academic counseling, and 
specialized programming, including college visits and on-campus activities.  
On the surface, it seems that the Upward Bound program is highly successful in 
increasing access to higher education among traditionally underrepresented groups. Data 
indicated that students who participate in Upward Bound programs enter post-secondary 
institutions in greater numbers than non-participants and were up to four times more likely to 
earn an undergraduate degree than students from similar backgrounds who do not participate 
(Cushman, 2007; McElroy & Armesto, 1998). However, as research continued to illustrate, 
access alone does not eradicate the historic and pervasive circumstances which have posed 
barriers to positive collegiate experiences and degree attainment, particularly for first-generation 
students (Murrillo, Quartz, & Del Razo, 2017). According to Jack (2019),  
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Too often we think about those youth who make it out of distressed communities and into 
college––especially elite college––as having already won. These young people, we 
assume, hold a golden ticket. Yes, making it into an elite college almost guarantees that 
you’ll graduate. . . . But graduation rates do not tell us of the students’ experiences in 
college, their trials or their triumphs. After all, it is one thing to graduate. It is another for 
them to do so whole and healthy, ready for whatever the next adventure brings. (p. 189) 
First-Generation Students 
At least two-thirds of Upward Bound Students were required to be first-generation 
college students (FGS). Some projects, such as the two in this research, had a higher proportion 
of FGS. For the purposes of UB, FGS is defined as a student from a family in which neither 
parent has earned a bachelor’s degree. However, there continued to be confusion in the research 
world about what constituted first-generation (FG) college status. One researcher, using 
longitudinal study data, found that looking at up to eight definitions of the term, the percentage 
of students who can be identified as first-generation can vary significantly. African Americans 
and Latinos were more likely to be FGS than Asian, White, or multiracial individuals (Sharpe, 
2017). One estimate was between 22% and 77%. The United States Department of Education 
interpreted FG status in three ways: (a) the legislative definition, which was that no parent in the 
household has earned a bachelor’s degree; and the two definitions used for research purposes, 
which were (b) no education beyond high school, and (c) no degree beyond high school. The 
attempt to establish a clear definition of this status, according to the president of the Council for 
Opportunity in Education (COE), began in 1980. It was viewed as a better way to identify 
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students from disadvantaged backgrounds without making reference to race or ethnicity (Sharpe, 
2017).  
The term “first-generation” refers to the educational attainment of parents. However, 
many education experts used the terms “first-generation” and “low-income” students 
interchangeably. And while the two classifications are not synonymous, according to an analysis 
of federal data, only 12.5% of all students whose parents did not earn a bachelor’s degree came 
from families whose total income exceeded $106,000 (Sharpe, 2017).  
As low-income (LI), first-generation college students, Upward Bound alumni face 
substantial challenges within higher education. Compared to students with college-educated 
parents, FGS reported receiving less college preparatory assistance, feeling less supported in 
college, and feeling less connected to their college communities. FGS worked more, were more 
likely to have commuted to school, more likely to have arrived at college unprepared for its 
rigors, more likely to have taken remedial courses, more likely to have had parents who may 
have struggled to complete financial aid forms, tended to have lower first-semester GPAs, and 
were less likely to persist beyond the first year of college compared to other students (Gist-
Mackey, Wiley, & Erba, 2018; Longwell-Grice, Adsitt, Mullins, & Serrata, 2016; Mangan, 2015; 
Pascarella, Pierson, Terenzini, & Wolniak, 2004; Tate, Williams, & Harden, 2013; Vuong, 
Brown-Welty, & Tracz, 2010). Indeed, LI and FGS were almost four times more likely to leave 
college after the first year than are other students. According to Pell Institute figures, six-year 
college graduation rates were 51% for first-generation students, and 32% for students who were 
both FG and LI, compared to 71% for students who were neither FG nor LI (Tate et al., 2013). 
As Moschetti and Hudley (2015) noted, “first-generation status has been found to be the 
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strongest predictor of students leaving college before their second year–even after accounting for 
factors such as working full-time, financial aid status, gender, and race/ethnicity” (p. 236).  
Findings over the years indicated that FGS faced disadvantages over other students with 
regard to academic preparation for college, knowledge about the college application process, and 
the degree of family economic and emotional support available (Longwell-Grice et al., 2016; 
Moschetti & Hudley, 2015). Even when parental support for higher education existed, the 
inability of parents to assist with the college application process did not. Research also indicated 
that FGS had a more difficult time transitioning to college, and experienced more anxiety related 
to cultural differences, socioeconomic status, feelings of being out of place, and lack of academic 
preparation (Cushman, 2007). FGS who were also members of the other underrepresented groups 
may have felt the discomfort of being treated as spokespersons for others of their race/ethnicity. 
These differences were typically more pronounced at four-year institutions which were larger 
and generally had greater disparities between social classes. FG and LI students fared better at 
small and midsize colleges. They were more likely to have earned bachelor’s degrees in four 
years at small private schools, versus six years at public non-doctoral institutions (Cushman, 
2007; Gist-Mackey et al., 2018; Mangan, 2015; Vuong et al., 2010). 
As evidenced by these findings, much research focused on LI and FGS privileged a 
deficit view of students; it emphasized what they lacked and how those missing elements led to 
poorer outcomes. This research took a different approach to understanding the experiences of 
Upward Bound (UB) alumni by leveraging Yosso’s (2005) Community Cultural Wealth 
framework as a means of understanding what UB alumni brought to their first-year college 
experiences—forms of capital that were both linked to and separate from their UB experiences.   
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This chapter begins with a review of the historical foundations and organizational 
features of the Upward Bound Program and descriptions of the two UB projects used for 
recruitment in this study. It then presents the problem, purpose, and research questions guiding 
this study and presents Yosso’s (2005) Cultural Wealth model as the theoretical framework for 
the study. Finally, the chapter provides a sketch of the methodology and research design for the 
study.  
Upward Bound History and Organization 
Upward Bound came into being in the 1960s as a direct result of The Higher Education 
Act (HEA) of 1965, which provided funding for programs to address the issue of educational 
equity. In January 1965, President Lyndon Johnson expressed his belief that greater higher 
education opportunities were needed for lower- and middle-income families. In addition, 
Johnson advocated for assistance for small and less developed colleges, additional and improved 
college library resources, and the utilization of college and university resources to help address 
the country’s social and economic issues. As a result, the Higher Education Act of 1965 was 
drafted with two primary goals: (a) to strengthen the educational resources of U.S. colleges and 
universities; and (b) to provide financial assistance for students in postsecondary and higher 
education (Dyce, Albold, & Long, 2013; McCants, 2003; Means & Pyne, 2016; Pelletier, 2015; 
Tate et al., 2013).  
Initially, in response to the mandates of the HEA, three programs were designed to serve 
marginalized students: Upward Bound was established in 1964; Talent Search began in 1965; 
and what was originally named “Special Services for Disadvantaged Students” (now known as 
Student Support Services), was launched in 1968. Together, the three programs were called 
10 
 
“TRIO,” and despite the addition of five additional programs, the name remains to this day (U.S. 
Department of Education, 2019a). As of 2020, TRIO included eight programs: Upward Bound, 
Upward Bound Math & Science, Veterans Upward Bound, Educational Talent Search, McNair 
Scholars, Educational Opportunity Centers, Student Support Services, and a training program for 
directors and staff of TRIO projects. Although each of the eight TRIO programs had its own 
goals, the shared mission of the programs was to provide academic and social support services 
for individuals who might not otherwise have been able to access higher education, including 
first-generation college students, people with disabilities, and low-income individuals.   
Eligibility  
Postsecondary institutions, high schools, and non-profit organizations could apply for 
Upward Bound funding to support services including academic advising, financial literacy 
education, instruction in math, science, foreign language, literature and composition, and a six-
week summer program. Additional services may have included tutoring, career exploration, 
internships, exposure to cultural events, college visits, and a residential summer experience. In 
2019 there were 967 projects in the US and Trust Territories serving 70,914 students with a 
federal budget of $355,592,015 (U.S. Department of Education, 2019a). 
Federal Department of Education (DOE) guidelines require that two-thirds of all UB 
program participants come from low-income households, as determined by federal guidelines, 
and families in which neither parent has earned a bachelor’s degree, which would classify the 
participant as both low-income (LI) and first-generation (FG). The remaining one-third of 
participants must be either LI, FGS, or students who are at high risk of academic failure. An 
individual who has a high risk for academic failure referred to a student who: (a) had not 
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achieved at the proficient level on State assessments in reading or language arts; (b) had not 
achieved at the proficient level on state assessments in math; (c) had not successfully completed 
pre-algebra or algebra by the beginning of the tenth grade; or, (d) had a grade point average of 
2.5 or less (on a 4.0 scale) for the most recent school year for which grade point averages are 
available (U.S. Department of Education, 2019b). 
Services 
Upward Bound services were offered year-round and took place at the target high schools 
and at the host institution.  
Mandated program services included:  
● academic tutoring to enable students to complete secondary or postsecondary courses, 
including instruction in reading, writing, study skills, mathematics, science, and other 
subjects;  
● advice and assistance in secondary and postsecondary course selection;  
● assistance in preparing for college entrance examinations and completing college 
admission applications;  
● information on the full range of Federal student financial aid programs and benefits 
and resources for locating public and private scholarships and assistance in 
completing financial aid applications;  
● guidance on and assistance in secondary school reentry, alternative education 
programs for secondary school dropouts that lead to the receipt of a regular secondary 
school diploma, entry into general educational development programs, and entry into 
postsecondary education;  
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● education or counseling services designed to improve the financial and economic 
literacy of students or the students’ parents, including financial planning for 
postsecondary education; and  
● instruction in mathematics through pre-calculus, laboratory science, foreign language, 
composition, and literature.  
Services that may be, and typically were provided, included:  
● exposure to cultural events, academic programs, and other activities not usually 
available to disadvantaged youth;  
● information, activities, and instruction designed to acquaint participants with the 
range of career options available to the youth;  
● on-campus residential programs;  
● mentoring programs involving elementary school or secondary school teachers or 
counselors, faculty members at institutions of higher education, students, or any 
combination of these persons;  
● work-study positions in which students are exposed to careers requiring a 
postsecondary degree; and 
● programs and activities that are specially designed for participants who are limited 
English proficient, participants from groups that are traditionally underrepresented in 
postsecondary education, participants who are individuals with disabilities, 
participants who are homeless children and youths, participants in or who are aging 
out of foster care, or other disconnected participants; and other activities designed to 
meet the purposes of the Upward Bound.  
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Projects differed in services provided depending on the project’s structure and design and 
budget.  
Funding 
The Upward Bound Program’s competitive funding process took place every five years. 
Proposals were prepared by host institutions in partnership with their target school(s) and 
included the following sections; Need, Objectives, Plan of Operation, Applicant and Community 
Support, Quality of Key Personnel, Budget, and Evaluation. Once submitted, proposals were 
reviewed by three trained reviewers and scored using a rubric that included criteria for each 
proposal section. Award decisions were based on points assigned by the reviewers. Grant 
proposals seeking funding for the first time may typically earned up to 100 points. Continuing 
projects seeking re-funding were eligible to earn an additional 15 “prior experience” points based 
on the extent to which they had met their mandated objectives in the previous five-year grant 
cycle. 
In awarding funding for UB projects, the Department of Education reviewers considered 
the demonstrated need for services at the schools identified as target sites. Consequently, 
Upward Bound participants typically attended low-performing schools. Indeed, 24 of the 100 
points that may have been awarded to a grant proposal were based on both community and 
school demographic data, which constituted the Need section. Specifically, grant proposals must 
have provided evidence that: 
● the income level of families in the target area is low; 
● the education attainment level of adults in the target area is low; 
● target high school dropout rates are high; 
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● college-going rates in target high schools are low;  
● student/counselor ratios in the target high schools are high; and  
● there exist unaddressed academic, social, and economic conditions that pose serious 
problems for low-income, first-generation college students.  
The Upward Bound Projects in this Study 
Two Los Angeles area Upward Bound projects were the focus of this research. They 
were known by their pseudonyms, Western Jesuit University (WJU) and Central Private 
University (CPU). Both UB projects served participants who attended high schools in the Los 
Angeles Unified School District. Each served large populations of Black and Latino students; 
with a higher concentration of Latino students at CPU. While WJU was a relatively new project, 
CPU had been in existence for over 50 years. Each project provided year-round services 
including Saturday Academies throughout the academic year, and a summer residential 
component.  
Western Jesuit University. The Western Jesuit University Upward Bound (WJU UB) 
project was one of 143 projects in California (U.S. Department of Education, 2019b). It was 
established in 2007 to serve 50 students from a local public high school within the Los Angeles 
Unified School district. The minimum number of participants increased to 56 in 2012, and 58 in 
2016 per DOE requirements. In 2006, at the time of initial discussions concerning the submission 
of a grant proposal for UB, no TRIO programs existed at the university; by 2020 there were 
three: Upward Bound, Upward Bound Math & Science, and the McNair Scholars Program. The 
University’s commitment to social justice was at the core of its mission and was manifest in the 
goals and services of these programs. 
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WJU UB was organizationally housed in the School of Education (SOE), within the 
Division of Academic Affairs, affording the project a diverse community of support, including 
financial support from the Office of the Provost. The SOE shared professional values of respect, 
educate, advocate, and lead, and collaborative partnerships have strengthened the efforts of UB 
and contributed to its success. The project was administered by a Project Director and Associate 
Director (both of whom oversee the recently established Upward Bound Math & Science 
project), and an Academic Advisor. A graduate assistant managed all academic year tutorial 
services. During the summer, a team of instructors and residential advisors were added to the 
staff to carry out the residential portion of the program 
WJU UB’s target high school served a diverse population of students, 95% of whom 
identified as people of color: 72% of students were Black, 21% were Latino, and 2% identified 
as Asian/Pacific Islanders. Seventy-four percent of the student body qualified for free and 
reduced-price lunches, evidence that a significant number of students came from low-income 
households.  
In 2007, when UB was initially funded, enrollment at the high school was nearly 1800 
students. By 2019, enrollment had declined to just below 820. This drop-in enrollment was due 
in part to the poor performance of the school, and the number of new charter schools which had 
created competition for enrollment. Between 2007 and 2019, seven different individuals had 
served as principal. Thus, one of the most consistent presences at the high school had been that 
of WJU UB. 
Data from the previously mentioned Annual Report also indicated that a scant 7% of 
students at the target high school tested as proficient on the most recent Smarter Balanced 
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Assessment Consortium (SBAC) mathematics assessment. Only 37% of test-takers met the 
English/Language Arts proficiency level on the CAASPP (California Assessment of Student 
Performance and Progress) test. Perhaps one of the most telling indicators of the school’s past 
performance has been its Academic Performance Index (API) rank. Until March 2014, California 
used the API to measure the academic performance and growth of schools on several measures. 
The API Statewide Rank ranged from 1 to 10. A ranking of 10 indicated that a school's API was 
in the top 10% of all schools in the state with a comparable grade range. The target school API 
rank never exceeded 3. As evidenced by these data, the students served by WJU UB faced 
barriers to success on multiple levels; both as a result of their socioeconomic status and the 
conditions typically associated with it, such as attendance at low-performing schools.   
The WJU UB project motto, “It’s not just what you learn, it’s who you will become,” was 
both a nod to the Jesuit mission of the University and also the project’s philosophical guide. It 
spoke to the importance of academic achievement, coupled with the belief in the education of the 
whole person. WJU’s Upward Bound project aimed to produce student scholars who would take 
their places in society as contributing members with quality of character. Since its inception in 
2007, the project has had one project director, who was also a member of the writing team that 
produced the first funded grant proposal.  
As previously mentioned, federal guidelines required that two-thirds of all UB program 
participants must come from a low-income family in which neither parent has earned a 
bachelor’s degree, which would classify the participant as both low-income (LI) and first-
generation (FG). However, the goal has been to achieve a percentage closer to 100%, as both 
projects were committed to providing access and opportunities for the success of FGS.  
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In compliance with federal regulations, the project provided mandated services including 
a six-week summer component that includes a two-week commuter and four-week residential 
schedule. The project has also provided enrichment activities including community service 
opportunities, leadership opportunities via the UB Student Council college visits, summer 
internships for rising seniors, family engagement, and cultural enrichment activities such as 
attendance at plays and sporting events.   
Since the WJU UB project’s inception in 2007, 131 UB students—99% of the students 
who participated in the project—have graduated from high school. Of these students, 97% 
matriculated to college in the fall immediately following high school graduation. Based on the 
last federal Annual Performance Report (APR), 70% of graduates earned a college degree within 
six years of high school graduation, which is higher than the national average for students from 
similar socio-economic backgrounds.   
Central Private University. Like the WJU Upward Bound, the Central Private 
University Upward Bound (CPU UB) project was one of 143 projects in California. Much older 
than WJU UB, it was established in 1965 to serve 50 students from local public high schools 
within the Los Angeles Unified School district. The minimum number of participants increased 
to 120 in 2012, and 122 in 2016 per DOE requirements. Upward Bound was one of the oldest 
and most successful community engagement programs at CPU. It was organizationally housed 
within the Division of Students Affairs, affording the project a diverse community of support. 
CPU has committed significant resources and personnel to ensure UB participants receive quality 
services. The project was administered by a Project Director, Assistant Director, Program 
Manager and an Administrative Coordinator. College Advisor Aides managed all academic year 
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tutorial services. During the summer, a team of instructors, residential advisors, and tutors were 
added to the staff to carry out the residential portion of the program. 
CPU UB’s target high schools served a diverse population of students, 98% of whom 
identified as ethnic minorities: 68.6% were Latino, 16% Asian American, and 3% African 
American. Seventy-seven percent of target high school students qualified for the Free and 
Reduced Lunch program. The schools serve demonstrated a high dropout rate; low college-going 
rate; impacted student/counselor ratio; low completion of rigorous course curriculum with a C or 
higher; low percentage of students met/exceeded standards on state standardized test; low 
percent of graduates with cumulative GPA of 2.5 or higher at graduation; very low percentage of 
students who scored a combined SAT score above 1500; low persistence and completion of 
graduates in postsecondary education. 
In 2014-15, over 74% or 3,021 students in the target schools (CAASPP, 2016; CDE, 
2015; Dataquest, 2014-15; LAUSD Initiatives, School Report Card, 2014) could be identified as 
“high risk for academic failure.” According to the definition provided in the UB Regulations, 
section 645.6 (b): a high risk student (1) had not achieved at the proficient level on State 
assessments in reading or language arts; (2) had not achieved at the proficient level on State 
assessments in math; (3) had not successfully completed pre-algebra or algebra by the beginning 
of the 10th grade; or (4) had a grade point average of 2.5 or less for the most recent school year. 
Prior to the decision by the California Board of Education to no longer calculate School 
Annual Performance Index (API) Scores, the three-year average API score for the target schools 
was 666, compared to a statewide score of 790 out of a possible 1000. The API Rank for each 
target school was either a 1 or 2, the lowest score a school could earn. 
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Like WJU, and in compliance with federal regulations, the CRU UB project provided 
mandated services including a six-week summer component that includes a one-week commuter 
and 5-week residential schedule. The project has also provided enrichment activities including 
community service opportunities, career exploration, family engagement, and cultural 
enrichment activities such as attendance at plays and sporting events. 
Since the 2012 grant cycle, 98% of the students who participated in the project had 
graduated from high school. Of these students, 94% matriculated to college in the fall 
immediately following high school graduation. Based on their last federal Annual Performance 
Report prior to this study (APR), 54% of graduates had earned a college degree within six years 
of high school graduation. 
Problem 
Programs like Upward Bound were created to provide increased opportunities for higher 
education, resulting in upward mobility for traditionally underrepresented groups. However, as 
research continued to illustrate, mere access did not eradicate the historic and pervasive 
circumstances which had posed barriers to college access, positive collegiate experiences, and 
degree attainment. For first-generation college students who entered these institutions without 
the benefit of generational knowledge, an acknowledgment and reliance on their own unique 
funds of knowledge was necessary (Murrillo et al., 2017).  
Low-income (LI), first-generation college students (FGS) consistently had higher drop-
out rates than do students with college-educated parents. Moschetti and Hudley (2015) detailed, 
“First-generation status has been found to be the strongest predictor of students leaving college 
before their second year––even after accounting for factors such as working full-time, financial 
20 
 
aid status, gender, and race/ethnicity” (p. 236). Research also indicated that FGS had a more 
difficult time transitioning to college and experience more anxiety related to cultural differences, 
socioeconomic status, feelings of being out of place, and lack of academic preparation. These 
differences were typically more pronounced at four-year institutions, which are larger and 
generally have greater disparities between social classes (Cushman, 2007). In addition, LI and 
FGS were almost four times more likely than other students to leave college after the first year 
(Means & Pyne, 2016). The critical importance of the first year of college was twofold; it was 
both the start of the learning process and the foundation for subsequent achievement and 
persistence. Within the first two years of college, perhaps two-thirds of knowledge and cognitive 
skills development took place (Reason, Terenzini, & Domingo, 2006). 
According to Markowitz (2017), six-year college graduation rates were 24.9% for first-
generation students, and 10.9% for students who were both FG and LI, compared to 54% for 
students who were neither FG nor LI (Markowitz, 2017). There was also less than a 6% chance 
of earning a bachelor’s degree when family income was under $25,000. This was true even when 
students from lower incomes earn the same test scores as higher-income students (Dyce et al., 
2013). Therefore, “the distance between who matriculate[d] and who ultimately obtain[ed] a 
degree still diverge[d] dramatically along traditional privilege lines” (Means & Pyne, 2016, p. 
392).  
Upward Bound and programs like it aimed to address the problem of disproportionate 
college access for LI and FGS by providing educational support services to students who needed 
them. This model strove for equity in access and achievement by compensating for deficits in 
students’ academic and social preparation for higher education. However, research indicated that 
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despite an increase in the number of traditionally underrepresented students matriculating to 
college, students who identify as first-generation, low income, and students of color are still the 
least likely to graduate (Carnevale, Smith, & Strohl, 2013; Dyce et al., 2013). This, as Espinoza 
(2011) pointed out, was the great contradiction of contemporary education: “[I]t [was] both an 
avenue for upward mobility and the main social institution in which socioeconomic status [was] 
reinforced from one generation to the next” (Espinoza, 2011, p. 6). And although thousands of 
pre-college programs existed, little was known about how they actually worked. Especially 
lacking were in-depth qualitative studies that followed students into college. Research on their 
impact, in particular research focused on students’ own stories, was limited (Espinoza, 2011; 
Means & Pyne, 2016). 
Purpose of the Study 
The purpose of this study was to learn about the lived experiences of Upward Bound 
alumni in their first year at four-year postsecondary institutions. The aim was to better 
understand the transition from high school to college, as well as the challenges and successes 
experienced in the first year. Further, the study aimed to discover the different forms of capital in 
play in the first-year experience and how students leveraged capital to navigate their transition to 
college and persistence through the first year. The study attempted to shift the focus from access 
and graduation to students’ experiences during a critical moment in their educational careers. 
Hearing directly from students humanized the college experiences of UB alumni specifically, 
and underrepresented students in general, by replacing numbers with narratives. Utilizing 
Yosso’s (2005) forms of capital, the goal was to capture participants’ strengths and assets and 
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present their stories as rich examples of their experiences in and of themselves, and not in 
comparison to others, or as examples of achievement in spite of their backgrounds.  
A secondary purpose of this study was to understand to what extent UB participation may 
have impacted students’ college experiences. No national instrument existed to collect data on 
alumni experiences, nor was there a mandate to conduct this, or any other type of qualitative 
research. And sadly, there was little time or motivation to do so. Most project directors continued 
to do more with less and produced reports related to earning the Prior Experience points 
necessary to maintain funding and those required by their host institutions. Thus, supplemental 
evaluation was rarely a priority despite its value. As a consequence, outcomes, efficacy, and 
impact were left to be interpreted and determined through spreadsheets and charts, void of the 
critical perspective that student voice provides. In a word, “the current Upward Bound evaluation 
process [was] designed for reporting, but not for improvement” (Kalikow-Pluck, 2011, p. 4). 
Although comprehensive program evaluation was outside the scope of this study, these 
data about students’ experiences may serve to inform changes to UB services. As noted 
previously, reports by college access programs in general, and Upward Bound in particular, 
generally demonstrated their effectiveness related to college access and in the case of UB, 
college persistence and graduation, but did not provide information on what inventions have 
been effective.  
Research Questions 
In order to achieve the purpose of learning more about the lived experiences of UB 
alumni through their narratives, and potentially changing UB services to be more impactful, the 
following two research questions guided this qualitative study:  
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1. What are the academic and social experiences of Upward Bound alumni in their 
first year at a four-year postsecondary institution? 
2. What is the perceived relationship between Upward Bound participation and the 
first-year college experience of Program alumni? 
Significance of the Study 
Contribution to Research 
There was a dearth of research related to the alumni of Upward Bound projects. Many 
studies existed that documented the experiences of first-generation college students, students of 
color in college, low-income students, students considered to be traditionally underrepresented in 
higher education, or students who fit multiple classifications. However, much of the literature 
was quantitative and none spoke to the experiences of Upward Bound alumni once they were 
enrolled in college. The limited research that focused on Upward Bound alumni has been largely 
in case study dissertations and evaluative in nature.  
The aim was to learn more about the first-year student experiences of Upward Bound 
alumni, give voice to this population of youth, and contribute specifically to research related to 
UB alumni beyond college admission. And as an extension, to contribute more generally to 
research related to the first-year college experiences of students who are both first in their 
families to attend college and individuals from low-income families, as this was the typical 
profile of UB participants. Given the Upward Bound Program’s long history, and the number of 
UB projects in existence, this research sought to provide an important addition to a seemingly 
incomplete picture of the experiences of alumni post-participation, and the impact UB has had on 
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their college experiences. Many students spent up to four years involved with their UB projects. 
To distill their college experiences to mere tables and charts told an incomplete story.   
Practice 
As stated previously, the primary purpose of this qualitative study was to allow alumni to 
tell their stories and elevate their voices. This activity in itself was new to these particular UB 
projects and was likely not occurring within other projects. Seeking participant voice is an 
important endeavor, as it enriches the general narrative about individual projects. Voice adds 
dimension to statistical reports and anecdotal descriptions. If participants felt their experience in 
the research has been positive, a more systematic way of soliciting brief first-year stories may be 
incorporated into existing alumni outreach and reporting.  
Beyond voice, learning about what services may have positively impacted the college 
experiences of participants was important. All Upward Bound projects can benefit from the 
feedback of students. It enables project personnel to continue the services deemed impactful, and 
seek ways to address challenges experienced by participants who may feel they had not been 
well prepared by existing project services. To the extent that it is not already happening, Upward 
Bound may need to shift its focus from mere access and to discover ways to best equip students 
to meet the challenges they will likely face in college. Doing so requires more information about 
what those specific challenges are, and a willingness to move away from traditional best 
practices to infuse college-going curriculum with current and relevant tools.  
This insight may inform the development of new services and the improvement of current 
interventions. As a result, Upward Bound projects may see increased college retention and 
graduation rates of their alumni, which, (a) contributes to the social mobility of this population, 
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and (b) contributes to the attainment of mandated objectives which impacts continued federal 
funding, ensuring continued opportunities to serve underrepresented groups. The findings may 
also provide useful information to college support departments who serve this population.  
Policy 
The political climate has often put these types of educational equity programs at 
heightened risk; therefore it was imperative to discover what works in order to continue to 
defend their existence. There continued to be threats to federal funding for Upward Bound; the 
most recent budget proposed a $50 million decrease for TRIO programs which would have 
supplemented education funding for disabled students. There has even been discussion about the 
elimination of the Department of Education.  
Also, in the 10 years before 2020, the minimum number of students served by projects 
had increased by at least 16%, and mandated services have been added. However, funding had 
not seen comparable increases during this same time. Should federal funding for UB be 
eliminated or decreased, other funding sources will need to be sought. Advocating for continued 
and increased funding requires evidence of impact.  
Relationship to Social Justice  
Access to higher education is a social justice issue, as is determining the obstacles that 
prevent students from enjoying fruitful collegiate experiences and earning a degree. Upward 
Bound, from its inception, was rooted in social justice as it was a response to the lack of 
educational equity that existed for historically disadvantaged populations. While advances have 
been made to increase access, there remains much work to do to address the inequities that 
remain related to student persistence and graduation.  
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FGS, in particular those who are also low-income and people of color, often live on the 
margins of society. According to Freire (1970), it was for this reason that a clear and 
uncompromising commitment to their liberation was warranted. Having experienced oppression 
in their communities and schools, they struggled in college to make meaning of their experiences 
in surroundings that often did not recognize or validate them. The humanization of these students 
can begin with the opportunity to tell their stories (Freire, 1970). 
Another struggle FGS faced in college was the pull between their culture and 
communities and the college environment, and what that may represent. This tension may be 
characterized by biculturalism, which “speaks to the process wherein individuals learn to 
function in two distinct socioeconomic environments: their primary culture, and that of the 
dominant mainstream culture of the society in which they live” (Darder, 2012, p. 45). FGS must 
negotiate between their cultural and community identities and the collegiate world, often 
resulting in feelings of stress and isolation, as well as guilt associated with what they may 
construe as a denial of their identities. It was important to name this for students, help them 
understand that this was common, and help them recognize the capital they possessed and could 
use in college (Freire, 1998). 
Reflecting upon these ideas, it seemed that programs such as Upward Bound may have 
lacked the power to effect systematic change; however, their mere existence signaled the hope 
that incremental changes could be made in the lives of historically oppressed individuals. Freire 
asserted that educators must aspire to greatness and not settle for mediocrity (Freire, 1998). With 
limited resources and an often depressing political climate, it may be easy to give up. He 
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conceded that “to change things is difficult, but possible” which may be a fitting mantra for all 
educators working toward educational equity (Freire, 1998, p. 75). 
A commitment to delivering relevant services is socially just. To do so, feedback and 
continuous improvement are required. As Freire (1970) stated, “Those who authentically commit 
themselves to the people must re-examine themselves constantly” (Freire, 1970, p. 42). As 
responsible educators, and stewards of the resources and responsibility to address barriers to 
educational access, we are asked to continually strive for our own praxis, to reflect, re-invent, 
improve, and grow. It is only through continued evolution as innovators and practitioners that we 
can be effective in meeting student needs.  
Theoretical Framework  
Most studies of first-generation college students, who account for about one-third of all 
college students, focused on the struggles they faced in college, such as adjusting to college life 
and academic rigors, fitting in with peers, and managing financial obligations (Crow, 2019). The 
literature on FGS often included a discussion of Bourdieu’s (1984) Cultural Capital theory and 
the role capital played in the experiences of students as they seek access to, and progress through 
higher education. According to Bourdieu, this capital “refer[red] to an accumulation of cultural 
knowledge, skills and abilities possessed and inherited by privileged groups in society” (Yosso, 
2005, p. 76).  
Bourdieu’s (1984) theory posited that valuable knowledge is passed down from families, 
typically upper and middle-class families, which facilitates the social mobility of individuals to 
whom this capital is imparted. Capital is acquired directly from families, and/or through 
education. The assertion was that dominant groups are thus able to maintain their power as 
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access to these avenues of acquiring capital is limited. In addition to the inequity of access to 
capital, there exists a distinction regarding quality. Certain types of knowledge are considered 
more valuable than others and may be deemed the norm by which other knowledge is measured 
(Bourdieu, 1984; Bourdieu & Passeron, 1990). This theory has been offered as one explanation 
for the outcomes of traditionally underrepresented groups in higher education; that due to their 
lack of knowledge, students from this population face greater obstacles in college (Yosso, 2005)  
Yosso’s (2005) Community Cultural Wealth framework challenges traditional views of 
cultural capital, critiquing the idea that traditionally underrepresented students lack the capital 
necessary for social mobility. Rather than viewing students through a deficit lens that emphasizes 
what students lack due to their race and class, Yosso described six types of capital that she 
asserts were often unrecognized, unacknowledged, or suppressed in schools and society 
(Murrillo et al., 2017). 
1. Aspirational Capital refers to the ability to maintain one’s hopes and dreams for the 
future, despite the real and perceived barriers. It is, in essence, the creation of a 
culture of possibility. The parents of first-generation college students are often known 
to be the biggest supporters of their children. They may know little about the college-
going process or what is required to achieve success in college, yet they believe their 
children will be successful. While this is an important form of capital, it is important 
that a realistic understanding of typical challenges is present as well (Cushman, 2007; 
Yosso, 2005). 
2. Familial Capital is the cultural knowledge nurtured among familia or kin. This is 
community capital that extends beyond family and reminds individuals of the 
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importance of the connection to one’s communities and their resources (Yosso, 
2005).  
3. Linguistic Capital recognizes the intellectual and social skills attained through more 
than one language and/or style, which facilitates the ability to communicate with 
different audiences (Yosso, 2005).  
4. Resistant Capital refers to the knowledge and skills fostered through behaviors that 
challenge inequality and the status quo. For many FGS who have experiences at poor-
performing or limited-resourced schools, the ability to successfully complete a 
college preparatory curriculum may have required self-advocacy and determination. 
This ability to question and challenge inequities is important in college settings that 
may be impersonal and highly bureaucratic (Yosso, 2005).  
5. Social Capital is typically considered the networks of people and resources available 
to individuals, which can provide instrumental and emotional support. Traditionally 
underrepresented students are often thought of as those who possess social capital. It 
may be that UB alumni will take the capital gained from participation with them to 
college (Yosso, 2005). 
6. Navigational Capital acknowledges individual agency and the skills necessary to 
navigate through social institutions, particularly those not traditionally intended for 
underrepresented groups. This inner resource enables individuals to not only survive 
but thrive. Students who behave and speak in one way in their communities and with 
their families and peers, and have learned to interact differently at school or within 
other social settings, may find this ability useful in college (Yosso, 2005). 
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Methodology  
College access programs in general, and Upward Bound in particular, typically produced 
reports on their effectiveness in assisting participants to gain access to higher education, 
particularly with respect to college admission data, yet there appeared to be little research 
regarding what specific interventions have proven successful. Research on FGS has generally 
been focused in three areas: (a) comparisons of FGS and other students in terms of 
demographics, pre-college academic preparation, and the college selection and application 
process; (b) comparisons of the transition process of FGS to college; and (c) persistence in and 
graduation from postsecondary institutions (Pascarella et al., 2004).  However, there was still 
little known about the actual experiences of FGS in college (Pascarella et al., 2004; Soria & 
Stebleton, 2012).   
The Upward Bound Annual Performance Report submitted to the U.S. Department of 
Education each year, for example, was an Excel spreadsheet that captured the performance of 
current participants and alumni within 67 data fields. But numbers did not tell the whole story. 
According to Means and Pyne (2016), what was especially lacking were in-depth qualitative 
studies that followed students beyond the high school years and into college. Research on the 
impact of college access programs, in particular, research focused on students’ own stories, 
continued to be limited. Thus, college access programs (like Upward Bound) may not have 
adequately prepared students for the real challenges they might encounter in college (Cushman, 
2007).  
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Research Design 
This study used a qualitative interview-based method for data collection and pattern 
analysis to identify themes within the responses. This design was chosen in an effort to give 
voice to participants and to highlight similarities and differences within their first-year 
experiences in college.  
Participants. The participants in this study were eight Upward Bound alumni from two 
UB projects, representing the high school graduation classes of 2015-2018, who enrolled at four-
year postsecondary institutions. Participants were in different stages in their college careers, 
ranging from second- to fourth-year students.  
Data collection. Seidman’s (2006) phenomenological interview design was used to guide 
data collection for this project. Each participant completed three semi-structured interviews, 
designed to capture data about various aspects of their educational experiences.   
The purpose of the first interview was to learn more about each participant’s background 
prior to their matriculation to college. The second interview probed about participants’ first-year 
college experience and beyond. Lastly, the final interview served three purposes: a member 
check, an opportunity to reflect on their experience in the study, and a chance to offer 
recommendations for UB project improvement.   
Data analysis. Interviews were transcribed and coded using Dedoose, a web application 
for managing, analyzing, and presenting qualitative and mixed method research data to facilitate 
analysis. A combination of inductive codes and a priori codes derived from Yosso’s Community 
Cultural Wealth framework were used in the pattern analysis (Miles, Huberman, & Saldaña, 
2014). Further details on the methodology for the study are provided in Chapter 3.  
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Positionality 
My interest in the first-to-go experience was rooted in my own memories as a first-
generation college student. As noted in the prologue, primarily as a first-year student, then later 
as a transfer student, I experienced many of the challenges described in the review of the 
literature. I did not at the time have the language and understanding to make sense of my 
experiences. All I knew was that my entire college career was an exercise in survival. I spent less 
than a month at a small private university, enrolled at my local community college, then 
eventually transferred to a four-year university where I earned my bachelor’s degree and 
completed my initial teacher credential courses.  
One of the highlights of my time at my community college was discovering the Upward 
Bound Program there, which ironically, served students from my former high school. Upward 
Bound (UB), a program funded by the U. S. Department of Education, served low-income 
students who come from families in which neither parent has earned a Bachelor’s degree. Its goal 
was to increase the high school graduation, college enrollment and college graduation rates of its 
participants. The students served and the goals of the program were completely aligned with my 
experiences as a student. I was hired as a tutor and as I assisted others I learned more about 
myself and why I struggled. This was my introduction to the term and concept of a first-
generation identity, and also the start of what would become my life’s work.  
Within Upward Bound I advanced from tutor to summer instructor, and eventually to 
academic advisor. In 1985 I became the Upward Bound Assistant Director at a Los Angeles 
private college. After four years I moved to Oakland, California where I became the first director 
of a newly funded project there. After 11 years away from Upward Bound, having worked with a 
33 
 
similar educational equity program for college students at a Southern California four-year 
university, I found myself at Western Jesuit University (WJU) in the position of Assistant 
Director, then Director, of the multicultural services department. I was happy to be at WJU, but 
the ethnic-specific nature of the work was not the best fit for me.  
Funding for Upward Bound was awarded every five years through a competitive grant 
proposal process. In my interview for the initial WJU position, I asked why there was not a UB 
project at WJU given the need at the local high school and the social justice mission of the 
University. I was told that if I had an interest, I should take the initiative to do something about 
it. When the opportunity to submit a proposal to bring the program to WJU presented itself in 
2006, I, along with four other writing team members, submitted the first UB grant proposal.  
Upon notification of successful funding in May 2007, I was ecstatic but did not see 
myself in the role of Director. However, in the days immediately following I wondered how I 
could watch someone else implement “my” vision. That questioning did not last long as I have 
now completed my twelfth year as WJU UB’s director, and second year as the director of the 
Upward Bound Math & Science Program. Every day I see myself, and my parents, in my 
students and their families. While my struggle was painful, it fuels my desire to positively impact 
the lives and futures of my students. 
My work was clearly personal as was the topic of my research. I approached my research 
as a veteran educator with a long history of Upward Bound association, as well as an example of 
the type of student most commonly served by Upward Bound. Though not a direct product of 
Upward Bound, much of my personal and professional growth can be attributed to the people, 
places, and circumstances I have encountered during my ascent through the UB ranks. To 
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describe Upward Bound as my life’s work is not an exaggeration. My desire to improve the 
services offered by WJU UB and highlight the stories of its alumni is steadfast. Improved 
services may result in increased numbers of traditionally underrepresented students in higher 
education. However, increased college-going rates was not the primary focus of my work. I am 
concerned about preparing students for the challenges they will most likely encounter in college, 
in order that they may have positive collegiate experiences and ultimately persist and graduate. 
To do that, and to honor the experiences of Upward Bound alumni, their stories must be told.  
Assumptions 
Worldview 
I approached my research from a particular vantage point, one that lends itself to 
qualitative inquiry. Creswell (2009) described worldviews as “a basic set of beliefs that guide 
action”, or one’s general orientation about the world (p. 6). The constructivist worldview most 
aligned with my philosophical tenets and research goals. Broadly, constructivists assume that 
people wish to understand the world and make meaning of their experiences, and expect that 
individual reflections will be varied. They attempt to facilitate this process through research that 
includes open-ended questioning, a focus on a particular phenomenon, allows for the emergence 
of themes, and an approach that acknowledges how their own experiences influence their 
research interpretation (Creswell, 2009).  
Also, the social justice nature of my work and research spoke to aspects of advocacy and 
participatory beliefs. This worldview can be seen as an extension of constructivism. It focuses on 
the needs of individuals and groups who have been marginalized, to address issues such as 
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empowerment and inequality. It provides a voice for participants and seeks to bring about change 
in practices (Creswell, 2009).  
Expectations 
I entered into this research with the following assumptions:  
• Recounting personal narratives would be a mostly positive experience for 
participants, even when the stories contained moments of struggle and uncertainty 
alongside examples of triumph and pride.  
• Interviewing was a creative process through which the meaning of experiences would 
be explored and shaped. In our conversations, participants would make connections—
for example, between their upbringing, interventions, or personal characteristics and 
their college experiences.  
• Common themes would emerge among participants’ stories and would inform 
recommendations for future work. 
Limitations 
Limitations for this study included reliance on participant memory, which introduced 
questions of accuracy of memories and selective emphasis on particular events; sample size, 
which limited generalizability of the findings; and bias due to the researcher’s positionality as 
Director of the WJU program. These limitations are described in more detail in Chapter 3.   
Delimitations 
I recruited participants from the alumni of two Upward Bound projects. Increasing the 
size of the pool was done to further protect the confidentially of participants. If students are all 
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first-generation college students from low-income families, their experiences may be similar to 
other UB participants.  
In addition, I chose to include alumni with varying degrees of time from their first year of 
college, including alumni who graduated between 2015-2018. This means their first-year 
experience occurred anywhere from one to four years ago. Although this may have resulted in 
different levels of clarity in recalling first-year experiences, this choice widened the participant 
pool and was more inclusive of UB alumni who wanted to participate in the study.  
Definitions of Terms 
The following definitions were applicable to this research: 
Annual Performance Report (APR): The APR was a quantitative report submitted at 
least 60 days following the end of a project’s fiscal year. The report was comprised of a 67-field 
Excel file uploaded electronically. The Department of Education used the information in the 
performance report to assess a grantee’s progress in meeting its approved goals and objectives 
and to evaluate a grantee’s prior experience in accordance with federal program regulations. The 
APR also provided information on the outcomes of projects’ work and of the UB programs as a 
whole (U.S. Department of Education, 2018). 
College Access Programs (CAP): Programs operated by universities and colleges, 
federal or state agencies, or non-profit organizations that targeted primarily individual students 
rather than classrooms or whole schools that provided supplemental academic assistance and/or 
enrichment activities to primarily middle and high school students to facilitate college admission 
and matriculation (Zarate, 2013).  
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College Persistence: A term often used interchangeably with college retention. 
Persistence may be attributed to the actions of students, whereas retention may be attributed to an 
institution (Wyrick, 2014).  
College Retention Rate: The percentage of a school’s first-time, first-year 
undergraduate students who continue at that school the next year (U.S. Department of Education 
2020).  
First-Generation College Student: An individual neither of whose natural or adoptive 
parents received a baccalaureate degree (Upward Bound Program).  
Low-Income Students: Students from a family whose taxable income for the preceding 
year did not exceed 150 percent of an amount equal to the poverty level determined by criteria of 
poverty established by the Bureau of the Census.  The Upward Bound program uses this standard 
to determine eligibility for participation (Upward Bound Program).   
Pre-College Outreach Programs: Programs that focus on improving academic 
preparation and general college readiness (Perna, 2002).  
Traditionally/Historically Underrepresented Students: Students who are first-
generation college students, from minority racial and ethnic populations, from low-income 
families, or who have a combination of characteristics that are disproportionately represented in 
higher education (Bordoloi, 2015). 
TRIO Programs: The Federal TRIO Programs are outreach and student services 
programs funded by the U.S. Department of Education. They are designed to provide services for 
individuals from disadvantaged backgrounds. TRIO includes eight programs targeted to serve 
and assist low-income individuals, first-generation college students, and individuals with 
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disabilities to progress through the academic pipeline from middle school to post-baccalaureate 
programs. The programs are Upward Bound, Upward Bound Math & Science, Veterans Upward 
Bound, Educational Talent Search, McNair Scholars, Educational Opportunity Centers, Student 
Support Services, and a training program for directors and staff of TRIO projects. Upward 
Bound was established in 1964, Talent Search in 1965, and what was originally named Special 
Services for Disadvantaged Students (now known as Student Support Services), was launched in 
1968. The three were coined “TRIO”, and despite the addition of several programs after, the 
name remains (Council for Opportunity in Education, 2018). 
Upward Bound Program: Upward Bound (UB) was a federally funded intensive 
intervention program that prepared students from low-income backgrounds who would be the 
first in their families to attend college for higher education through various enrichment courses. 
Campus and community-based UB programs provided students instruction in literature, 
composition, mathematics, science, and foreign language during the school year and the summer. 
UB also provided intensive mentoring and supported for students as they prepared for college 
entrance exams and tackled admission applications, financial aid, and scholarship forms (Council 
for Opportunity in Education, 2018). 
Upward Bound Project: An individual program; one of the over 960 Upward Bound 
grants funded throughout the US and Trust Territories. WJU and CPC were two examples of UB 
projects. 
Organization of the Dissertation 
In Chapter 1 I presented an introduction to my research. Background information was 
provided for the Upward Bound Program in general, and the specific UB projects involved in 
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this research. I described the purpose of my research and its significance, as well as my 
positionality and worldview, in other words, why this is important and the vantage point from 
which I approach this research. I briefly outlined the research methodology. In Chapter 2, I 
present a review of literature related to my research focus, and a detailed description of my 
research methods in Chapter 3. Chapter 4, based on interview data, I present participant profiles 
and discussion of the themes that emerged from the data and those related to the theoretical 
framework chosen for this research. I conclude with a discussion on my findings and 
recommendations in the final chapter.    
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CHAPTER 2 
REVIEW OF LITERATURE 
In Chapter 1, I discussed the context and background of the study and outlined the 
research questions and methodology I will follow when I conduct the research. In this chapter, I 
synthesize the literature related to college access, first-generation college students, and college 
access programs including Upward Bound. First, I present a discussion of higher education, 
followed by an examination of college access programs in general and Upward Bound in 
particular. Next, I present research about the challenges faced by FGS related to access and 
achievement in college. Finally, I present the experiences of first-generation students in higher 
education and related research using Yosso’s (2005) Community Cultural Wealth framework.  
Access to Higher Education  
The Higher Education Act of 1965 (HEA), a groundbreaking response to the Civil Rights 
Movement, was created to widen access to higher education. Since that time, research, policy, 
and practice have contributed to making college accessible to more of the country’s students. 
Considered landmark legislation, it put for the first time the notion of “government in the 
business of helping families finance higher education” (Pelletier, 2015, p. 3), in particular low-
income individuals typically excluded from postsecondary education. About HEA, President 
Lyndon Johnson commented, “this will swing open a new door for the young people of America 
. . . the most important door that will ever open––the door to education. This legislation is the 
key which unlocks it” (Pelletier, 2015, p. 3). Key components of the act included Title I support 
focusing on societal problems, Title II support for college libraries, Title III support of 
institutions such as Historically Black Colleges and Universities, and Title IV, which established 
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what are now known as the federal Pell Grants, and the TRIO Programs, including Upward 
Bound (Pelletier, 2015). 
Enrollment Trends 
Despite efforts to increase access to higher education to a larger portion of the nation’s 
population, such as those created by the HEA, college enrollment continued to be stratified by 
family background. Data from the National Center for Education Statistics (NCES) indicated that 
in fall 2015, the enrollment at postsecondary institutions by ethnicity was 57% White, 17.3% 
Latino, 14.1% Black, 6.8% Asian/Pacific Islander, 3.5% multi-ethnic, and .8% American 
Indian/Alaskan native. Enrollment data of four-year degree-granting institutions for Fall 2016 
illustrated another access pattern. Fifty-four percent of students enrolled were White, compared 
to 18% Latino and 12% Black. As expected, at two-year postsecondary institutions, enrollment 
of students of color was greater; a quarter of students were Latino, 14% were Black, and 51% 
were White. Also, the 2017 immediate college enrollment rate (enrollment in 2 or 4-year 
institutions the fall following high school graduation) for White students was 69%, compared to 
67% for Latino students, and 58% for Black students (NCES, 2018).  
Family income. In 1975, approximately one-third of students from the lowest-income 
families matriculated to college the fall following their high school graduation. This number rose 
significantly over the next 35 years, reaching 45% in 1990, and 52% in 2012. Despite the gains 
for poor students, middle and high-income students also experienced increased enrollment, as a 
result, these gains did not substantially affect the enrollment gaps between low and high-income 
students, which were 18% in 1975 and 16% in 2010 (Schudde & Goldrick-Rad, 2016).  
42 
 
Parental educational attainment. Also, the college enrollment rates of FGS had not 
increased since 1992. However, enrollment rose by 5% for students with at least one parent with 
a bachelor’s degree. In addition, the enrollment gap between students with college-educated 
parents versus those with parents who indicated they had “some college” shifted from 14% to 
21%. The result was a 35% gap between students from the least to the most educated families 
(Schudde & Goldrick-Rad, 2106).   
Ethnicity. Finally, similar to enrollment trends by income and educational attainment, 
racial inequities continued to exist in college enrollment. By 2010, the college-going rate of 
African Americans grew from 43% in 1975, to 66%. However, the enrollment rate for Latino 
students did not increase dramatically during this same time, resulting in an 11% enrollment gap 
between Latinos and Whites, and a 5% enrollment gap between Whites and African-American 
students in 2010 (Schudde & Goldrick-Rad, 2016).  
Why are these trends important to mention? Because college enrollment and eventual 
degree attainment are connected to more than simply prestige. The financial, social, and 
emotional benefits of higher education should not be limited to those with the greatest access.    
Value of Higher Education 
It was estimated that by 2020, 65% of U.S. jobs would require a college degree 
(Carnevale et al., 2013). According to Burnsed (2011), people who earned bachelor’s degrees, in 
any field, would earn significantly higher salaries than individuals with only some college 
education or a high school diploma. According to Jamie Merisotis of the Lumina Foundation, 
"For people wondering [if] a college degree [is] worth it: Not only is it worth it, but the premium 
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is growing" (cited in Burnsed, 2011, p. 1). Despite the importance of college for future success, 
access to higher education remained uneven, divided along racial and socioeconomic status lines.  
The attainment of a college degree has been known to be an important factor 
contributing to upward mobility in contemporary society. Poverty rates for adults (ages 27 to 
66) without a high school diploma were one out of every 3.2 adults. Individuals with a 
bachelor’s degree, however, were roughly 3.5 times less likely to be living in poverty 
(Trostel, 2015). To quantify this in actual dollars, data from the U.S. Bureau of Labor 
indicated that in 2014 the median weekly earnings for individuals with a bachelor’s degree or 
higher were $1,193, compared to $488 for people without a high school diploma. Those with 
some college or an associate degree earned $761 weekly, versus weekly earnings of $668 for 
high school graduates without any college. Thus, the approximate annual income range was 
$25,376 for those without a high school diploma to $62,036 for an individual with at least a 
bachelor’s degree (U.S. Bureau of Labor, 2015).    
Beyond financial benefits, other positive outcomes of a college education may be 
equally as important as earnings. Some of these benefits include health, life span, 
incarceration, and happiness.  
Improved health. According to Trostel (2015), the value of the health benefits from 
education was roughly half as significant as that of the financial benefit of a college degree. 
Seventy-three percent of individuals with bachelor’s degrees but not advanced degrees, 
reported their health to be very good or excellent, compared to 50.5% for high school 
graduates who had not earned college degrees. Additionally, 35% of bachelor’s degree 
earners compared to 19.5% for high school graduates with no college, claimed to be in 
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excellent health (Trostel, 2015).   
Lower mortality and longer life expectancy. The strong negative correlation 
between educational attainment and health issues translated to early mortality. The mortality 
rate for individuals with some college or an associate degree was 7% lower than that of high 
school graduates with no college. People with bachelor’s degrees had a 25% lower rate than 
high school graduates without college. For advanced degree holders, the mortality rate was 
33% less than for high school graduates without college. In particular, research indicated that 
“the strongest negative effects of college education on mortality are for diabetes and lung 
cancer, followed by respiratory disease and external causes (homicide, suicide, and accidents” 
(Trostel, 2015, p. 29).  
Similarly, the life expectancy rate (calculated at age 25 in 2000) for individuals with 
some college as well as degree earners was seven years longer than for those who never 
attended college, including high school dropouts (Trostel, 2015). 
Lower incarceration rates. The incarceration rate of individuals with bachelor’s 
degrees, 0.15%, was five times less than for high school graduates without a college education 
(Trostel, 2015). 
Increased happiness. According to Trostel, responses to a question about overall 
happiness from U.S. General Social Surveys indicated that compared to high school graduates 
without college, respondents with some college but less than a bachelor’s degree reported being 
happy or very happy in slightly higher numbers. For those with a bachelor’s degree or more, 
there was about a 5% difference in reports of happiness (Trostel, 2015). 
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Despite widespread acceptance of the benefits of higher education, the endeavor is not 
immune from critique. According to Handel (2017), “we have conflated the good life in America 
with a college degree. Most polls show that the general public sees education as one of the few 
remaining pathways that provide a means of economic ascent, even survival” (p. 29). Schudde 
and Goldrick-Rab, 2016, stated that “the American ethos positions education as a powerful 
mechanism through which young people achieve status based on their own merits, unconstrained 
by family origins,” (p. 345). The notion of meritocracy upon which this last statement is based 
has been widely disputed. In actuality, factors that comprise family background, such as income, 
and parental educational attainment, are strong predictors of which individuals ultimately 
achieve their desired status (Handel, 2017; Schudde & Goldrick-Rab, 2016). UB and other 
college access programs exist to help realize the goal of accessing higher education. If the 
completion of a college degree is critical to “survival”, then remedies must be in place to make 
that goal attainable by everyone. 
College Access Programs 
In response to the alarming statistics regarding college enrollment, retention, and 
graduation rates of traditionally underrepresented students in higher education, such as first-
generation and low-income students, federal, state, and local institutions have implemented 
college access programs (CAP) to address these inequities. Zarate (2013) used the definition 
offered by Gullat and Jan (2003), which identifies college access programs as “those programs 
operated by universities and college, federal or state agencies or non-profit organizations that 
target primarily individual students rather than classrooms or whole schools . . . that] provide 
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supplemental academic assistance and/or enrichment activities to primarily middle and high 
school students” (p. 4).  
Purpose and Goals 
The most common goals of these programs included promoting college attendance, 
college exposure, increasing self-esteem, parent involvement, academic enrichment services, 
advising and mentoring (Gullat & Jan, 2003). “Broadly, these programs attempt to reduce social 
inequity by providing the connections between K-12 and higher education that are necessary for 
economically and educationally challenged students to enter college and persist to a 
postsecondary degree” (Arnold, Lu, & Armstrong, 2012, p. 3).  
According to Reese (2008), the need for CAP was clear. Disparities existed because 
educators expected less from students of color and those from lower socio-economic groups. 
Plus, the issues associated with being first-generation college-bound students were 
underestimated. In addition, “a two-tiered educational system continues wherein European-
Americans and/or middle-class students receive high-quality, college-tracked curriculum while 
remedial or less rigorous curriculum is offered to others” (p. 54). 
Effectiveness of Programs 
Effective programs shared many common services including tutoring, academic advising, 
enrichment activities, remediation opportunities, study skills training, and creating personalized 
educational plans. These programs generally intervened early and provided long-term assistance 
that required a high level of commitment on behalf of students. Academic and social support was 
provided as well as assistance to both students and families to navigate the college-going 
process. Offerings also included those that addressed financial need, including assisting with the 
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financial aid application process and providing fee waivers for college admissions exams and 
college application fees. In order for students to be receptive to interventions and fully engaged 
in such services, it was essential that establishing trusting relationships were formed with 
program staff (Espinoza, 2011; Perna, 2002). According to Espinoza (2011), Upward Bound was 
considered one of the three most successful pre-college programs, along with TRIO Educational 
Talent Search, and Indiana’s Twenty-first Century Scholars (Espinoza, 2011).    
It has been asserted, however, that college access programs were akin to academic triage. 
Similar to medical triage for soldiers or disaster victims, where limited resources are allocated 
based on assessments of patients’ likelihoods of survival, access programs attempted to help the 
students who had the greatest opportunity to succeed. Overall, CAPs addressed the structural and 
institutional barriers to access and equity in higher education but to be most effective, programs 
should be culturally sensitive, involve family, and recognize and develop the cultural capital the 
students bring to their programs (Dyce et al., 2013).    
According to Dyce et al., (2013), “transition to college is deeply rooted in the socio-
cultural, political, economic and historical context of American society” (p. 153). Yet, access 
programs were unable to affect the barriers that FGS faced, the macroeconomic policies that 
contributed to those barriers, nor “the larger social inequities that create or deny access to 
adequate preparation for higher education, tied as these things are to demographic segregation, 
public school funding, and a lack of qualified teachers in high-need areas” (p. 163). Lack of 
adequate financial aid, for example, was a major barrier to college access, yet CAP typically had 
no ability to affect changes in this area. As a result, programs may address disparities in 
simplistic ways and typically “focus on individual-level barriers: attempting to raise college 
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aspirations and to provide the kinds of college-going social and cultural capital to which first-
generation students may not have access” (Bloom, 2008, p. 2).  
CAP may have demonstrated inconsistent effectiveness because they often work outside 
the framework of the schools their participants attend, and therefore cannot address the issues 
that have caused disparities at those schools. If the college-going culture established in the 
programs is not carried over into the school culture, this also limits effectiveness (Bloom, 2008).  
Echoing the established connection between social capital and FGS, Bloom (2008) also 
suggested that “little attention has been given to the pedagogy that frames college access 
programs, including a deeper understanding that college-going capital is very rarely built through 
direct instruction” (p. 1). She asserted that access programs tend to talk at (e.g., giving 
motivational speeches and showing earnings charts or college graduates), or give lists to (e.g., 
having students page through dense college guidebooks), rather than asking students what they 
are wondering or are worried about, or providing experiences in which the students discover 
answers for themselves. Bloom further expressed that CAP “should shift the pedagogy that they 
employ to one that positions first-generation students as actors and owners of their own transition 
process” (p. 6).   
Programs also had the ability to strengthen the aspirational capital, “the ability to 
maintain hopes and dreams even in the face of real and perceived barriers” (Dyce et al., 2013, 
p.157) that families possess. Bloom (2008) made a distinction, however, between concrete and 
abstract aspirations and noted that for FGS there was a lack of specificity in their aspirations as 
they did not have the experiences to actually picture, imagine or name what could be (Bloom, 
2008).   
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According to Dyce et al. (2013), families with high aspirations sent the message: “Work 
hard, do well in school, and stay out of trouble so that you can go to college” (p. 163). What 
families may not have understood, however, was that working hard, doing well in school, and 
staying out of trouble may not always be enough for students to get to college and succeed. 
Much more than aspiration was needed if students were coming from schools that were under-
resourced and poor performing (Dyce et al., 2013). 
Impact of College Access Programs  
Individual CAP have typically produced reports on their effectiveness in assisting 
participants to gain access to higher education, particularly with respect to college admission 
data, yet there appears to be little written regarding what specific interventions have proven 
successful. Even rigorous program evaluations have generated mixed results regarding whether 
and how programs help students access higher education (Arnold et al., 2012). And while 
federally funded programs such as GEAR UP (Gaining Early Awareness and Readiness for 
Undergraduate Programs) and Upward Bound continued to evolve, the lack of rigorous program 
evaluation resulted in an elusive connection between services and participant college pathways 
(Gullatt & Jan, 2003). Means and Pyne (2016) wrote, “Especially lacking are in-depth qualitative 
studies that follow students beyond the high school years and into college” (p. 391). Research on 
their impact, in particular research focused on students’ own stories, continued to be limited. As 
a result, college access program efficacy, from the perspective of its former participants, must be 
gleaned from limited research (Means & Pyne, 2016). 
In Zarate’s (2013) dissertation, We’re Different Because We’re Scholars, she explored 
one college access program sponsored by the University of Southern California. Similar to most 
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research conducted on CAP, surveys were administered to determine which program components 
participants believed most contributed to their success. Students felt that program services such 
as the summer residential program, Saturday Academy (academic and enrichment activities that 
take place several weekends during the academic year), program structure, family engagement, 
and guidance were key. Students also believed that the high expectations of the program, the 
caring environment, and the building of confidence were important. Students also expressed that 
they felt supported, but missed that support once in college. She suggested future research could 
include a study of the experiences of participants while in college (Zarate, 2013).  
Results from a different three-year study by a college access program on the first-year 
college experience of former participants revealed both positive and potentially harmful effects 
of the program. Surveys and in-depth interviews of program alumni who had participated in the 
program for three years found that students believed the program had been a form of college-
going capital that had given them the knowledge and confidence to go to college. They felt that 
they had an opportunity to develop psychosocial strengths and gained important college 
navigational skills from the summer residential program. Their experiences with summer 
roommates provided unexpected capital that helped them with their college campus residence 
experiences (Means & Pyne, 2016). 
Students described the types of social and cultural capital they gained from the college 
access program, such as the ability to ask questions in class and interact with faculty, yet they did 
not seem to recognize what they themselves brought to their college experience. It was important 
that FGS recognize that they had both the ability to learn and to teach. This suggested that 
51 
 
programs must do better in helping students move beyond the deficit perspective of their lives 
(Means & Pyne, 2016).  
CAP may not actually prepare students for the real challenges they are likely to face in 
college. Former participants expressed surprise and discomfort at their lack of academic 
preparation and the degree to which they were unprepared for the stark socioeconomic 
differences between themselves and their White and wealthy peers. This was not surprising as 
FGS in other studies have expressed feelings of shock, arriving at college with less money, 
academic preparation and confidence (Cushman, 2007). This begged the question to what extent 
programs adequately prepared students for the reality of the college experience as was, rather 
than the ideal of what it should or could be. 
Impact of Upward Bound 
The most comprehensive study on the effectiveness of Upward Bound was conducted by 
Mathematica Policy Research, Inc. (MPR). The controversial study followed a multi-grade 
cohort of students from 1992-93 to 2003-4 to determine the impact of Upward Bound. The 
participants included roughly 1,500 UB participants assigned to a treatment group and 
approximately 1,300 students who were not selected as UB participants and assigned to the 
control group. The treatment group consisted of students representing 67 of the 397 projects that 
had been operating for at least three years at the time of the study (Field, 2017; The Pell Institute, 
2009). 
The initial results of the MPR study showed little impact of the program; program 
participants were no more likely to attend college than students who did not participate. TRIO 
advocates dismissed the findings and argued that the study was flawed because it did not account 
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for the fact that students in the control group may have benefitted from other pre-college 
services, and because one program accounted for 26% of the study’s results. Subsequent analysis 
of the same data uncovered the serious methodological flaws. Consequently, data indicated that 
students who participated in Upward Bound programs entered post-secondary institutions in 
greater numbers than non-participants, were more likely to apply for financial aid, and were up 
to four times more likely to earn an undergraduate degree than students from similar 
backgrounds who did not participate (Cushman, 2007; Field, 2017; McElroy & Armesto, 1998; 
The Pell Institute, 2009). 
One of the initial findings of the Mathematica study was that high-risk students with low 
expectations of attending college were most likely to benefit from Upward Bound services. As a 
follow-up, the Department of Education launched a study that would compare high-risk Upward 
Bound students with a control group and lower-risk Upward Bound participants. However, after 
a hard-fought battle by The Council for Opportunity in Education (COE), the Washington D. C. 
based lobbying organization for TRIO grantees, the study was abandoned. COE argued that it 
was unethical to recruit students only to deny them services for the purposes of creating a control 
group.  
Evaluations of Upward Bound as a whole program are were not conducted. Rather, 
studies were based on best practices. President Obama’s proposal to allocate a portion of the 
TRIO budget to study and implement “evidence-based practices” was ultimately rejected by 
Congress (Field, 2017).  
The effectiveness of individual Upward Bound projects was based on the data submitted 
each year on the Annual Performance Report (APR). The attainment of mandated performance 
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objectives were determined based on the 67-field spreadsheet of project data uploaded to the 
Department of Education’s website. The objectives were related to the number of students 
served, the percentage of students who showed proficiency on standardized exams, the 
percentage of students who earned grade point averages of 2.5 and higher, the percentage of 
students who graduated from high school, the percent of those graduates who completed a 
rigorous curriculum and enrolled in college the fall immediately follow high school graduation, 
and the percentage of students who earned college degrees within six years of high school 
graduation.  
In the UB grant process, applicants proposed their target percentages for each objective 
based on baseline data indicating the current performance of students at the proposed target high 
school/s. The proposed percentages were required to be both ambitious based on current 
performance, and attainable given the resources and services proposed by the applicant. Each 
year projects were eligible to earn 15 “prior experience” points based on the attainment of their 
objectives. These extra points were a critical factor in continued funding as they were added to 
the usual 100 maximum points that grants were eligible to earn during the competitive grant 
process. In essence, currently funded projects, to the extent that they had met their performance 
objectives, had an advantage in the funding process over institutions that submitted grant 
proposals for the first time. What is important to note is that no qualitative data were collected by 
the Department of Education to determine project efficacy (See APR fields in Appendix A) (U.S. 
Department of Education, 2019b). 
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First-Generation Students 
Challenges of First-Generation Students 
In 1947, then-President Truman wrote in his report for his Commission on Higher 
Education the following:  
If the ladder of educational opportunity rises high at the doors of some youth and scarcely 
rises at the doors of others, while at the same time formal education is made a 
prerequisite to occupational and social advance, then education may become the means, 
not of eliminating race and class distinctions, but of deepening and solidifying them. 
(Markowitz, 2017, p. 4). 
This statement illustrated the challenges faced by first-generation college students, 
specifically by the obstacles created by gaps in opportunity, awareness, and achievement, which 
collectively, contributed to inequity and lack of access and a decreased likelihood of post-
secondary success for these students (Markowitz, 2017). 
Opportunity Gap 
According to Markowitz (2017), the Opportunity Gap was the result of factors typically 
out of the control of students, which created obstacles to success that “contribute to or perpetuate 
lower educational aspirations, achievement, and attainment for particular groups of students” (p. 
5). These factors included race, ethnicity, socioeconomic status, and others.  
Race and income. In 2012, only 25% of White and Asian-American students were 
classified as first-generation, compared to 41% of African-American students, and 61% of Latino 
students. In addition to the impact of race, income also played an important role in educational 
access and degree attainment. In 2014, the median annual household income for first-generation 
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students was $37,565, almost two/thirds less than that of students whose parents earned degrees, 
at just under $100,000 annually. Coupling race and income, data indicated that Asian-American 
families had median household incomes of $74,297, while Latino families earned $42,491 and 
African-American households earned $35,398 annually (Markowitz, 2017). 
Technology. Access to technology was also affected by household income. Specifically, 
the difference, or Opportunity Gap, in access to desktop and laptop computers between students 
whose family incomes were below $30,000 compared to those whose family incomes exceeded 
$100,000 was 33% (Markowitz, 2017).  
Preparation for college-level courses.  The ramifications of this disparity played out in 
a myriad of ways, but one of the most tangible was the percent of first-generation students who 
required at least one college remediation course. Compared to their non-first-generation 
classmates, 55% of first-generation students required remediation, versus only 27% for students 
whose parents had earned college degrees. The gap was even greater when considering remedial 
Math courses. Forty percent of first-generation students required college Math remediation, 
compared to only 16% of the non-first-generation students (Markowitz, 2017). 
Awareness Gap 
According to Markowitz (2017), the Awareness Gap was the “gulf between that students 
should know to have a successful undergraduate journey and what they do know” (p. 8). 
Students whose parents have not earned college degrees may encounter a lack of opportunity 
because of this, coupled with other variables previously cited, such as income. However, perhaps 
the most obvious consequence of being the child of non-college educated parents was sheer 
awareness. Parents cannot advise and guide their children on matters not familiar to them.   
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This gap in awareness has also been characterized as a lack of cultural and social capital.  
Cultural capital can be defined as the “degree of ease and familiarity that one has with the 
‘dominant’ culture of a society” (Pascarella et al., 2004, p. 252). Social capital “resides in 
relationships among individuals that facilitate the transaction and the transmission of different 
resources” (Pascarella et al., 2004, p. 252). Social capital, viewed as “privileged knowledge, 
resources, and information attained through social networks” is important to FGS because it 
helps them make decisions about college and while in college (Soria & Stebleton, 2012, p. 675). 
As this capital is passed to students through families, FGS students arrive at college without 
many of the advantages of their classmates with college-educated parents. Because they have not 
applied to, selected, matriculated, and navigated the college landscape themselves, parents of 
first-generation students are unable to support their children with the guidance they need. 
Families may support FGS goals but do not always understand them. Parents’ inability to relate 
to the experiences of their children has created an additional burden for students (Longwell-
Grice et al., 2016). This lack of social capital can be manifested in FGS lower college 
engagement which may be a detriment to academic achievement (Dyce et al., 2013; Moschetti & 
Hudley, 2015; Pascarella, et al., 2004; Soria & Stebleton, 2012).   
Achievement Gap 
Markowitz (2017) defined this gap as “any significant and persistent disparity in 
academic performance or educational achievement between different groups of students” (p. 11). 
As previously noted, first-generation identity is not synonymous with low-income status; instead, 
they often overlap, compounding the barriers to success for those who are both (Markowitz, 
2017). 
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According to Markowitz (2017), undergraduate students who were neither FG nor LI 
were 43.1% more likely to earn a college degree than students who identifed as both. 
Additionally, students who were both FG and LI were 23.5% more likely to drop out of college. 
Within six years of college matriculation, less than 11% of FG/LI had completed a bachelor’s 
degree compared to 54% of students who were neither. Students who were LI income only fared 
better at 24.1% completing a bachelor’s degree, and for students who identified as FG only, that 
rate was 24.9%. The percent of students still enrolled was not significantly different for the 
groups: 16.1% for FG/LI, 16.5% for LI, 15.5% for FG, and 13.4% for neither FG nor LI. This 
last number was the lowest as it was proportionate to the higher graduation rate. Unfortunately, 
the drop out numbers were significantly different. The rate for FG/LI students within six years 
was 46.8%, for LI students 40.6%, for FG students 37.9% and for students who were neither FG 
nor LI, the rate was 23.3% (Markowitz, 2017). 
Table 1 
Post-Secondary Completion Rates within Six Years of Matriculation by Parental Income 
Income 
Bachelor’s Degree 
Earned (%) 
Associate’s Degree or Other 
Credentials Earned (%) Still Enrolled (%) Dropped Out (%) 
$0––$29,000 16.3 23.3 16.0 44.4 
$30,000––$59,999 29.0 20.2 16.7 34.1 
$60,000––$99,000 43.7 13.7 13.3 29.3 
$100,000+ 57.7 9.8 11.6 20.8 
Note: Adapted from “The Barriers to Success and Upward Mobility for First-Generation Students and How to Fix 
the Problem” by T. Markowitz, 2017, in Forbes, August 18, 2017. Copyright 2017 by Forbes Media LLC. 
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Table 2 
Post-Secondary Completion Rates within Six Years of Matriculation by First Generation and 
Low Income Status 
 Bachelor’s Degree 
Earned (%) 
Associate’s Degree or Other 
Credentials Earned (%) 
Still Enrolled 
(%) 
Dropped Out 
(%) 
FG and LI 10.9 26.1 16.1 46.8 
Only LI 24.1 18.8 16.5 40.6 
Only FG 24.9 21.8 15.5 37.9 
Not FG or LI  54.0 9.3 13.4 23.3 
Note: Adapted from “The Barriers to Success and Upward Mobility for First-Generation Students and How to Fix 
the Problem” by T. Markowitz, 2017, in Forbes, August 18, 2017. Copyright 2017 by Forbes Media LLC. 
 
In a study conducted from the fall of 1992 through the spring of 1995, researchers noted 
differences in academic achievement of FGS compared to students whose parents had “high 
parental postsecondary education,” defined as both parents having earned a bachelor’s degree or 
higher”, and “moderate parental postsecondary education” defined as one or more parents having 
completed some college, but not more than parent having earned a bachelor’s degree (Pascarella 
et al., 2004).  
The student sample was comprised of students from 18 four-year colleges from 15 states. 
In an effort to produce data that could be reasonably generalized, the colleges selected for the 
study represented a cross-section of characteristics including size, location, student 
demographics, type (public versus private institutions), and selectivity.  
Students were surveyed over a three-year period. Initially, 3,331 students participated; 
this number decreased with each survey administration. Ultimately 1,054 students participated in 
the final survey. While attrition occurred, as expected during a longitudinal study, and factors 
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that may have affected this attrition such as drop out and time constraints of continued 
participation, could not be factored into the results, the results of the study are telling.  
Findings revealed that FGS completed significantly fewer course credits, worked more 
hours than other students, and were less likely to live on campus. It was, therefore, no surprise 
that these students were also less likely to be involved with extracurricular activities, which was 
troublesome as evidence suggested that involvement in extracurricular and peer interaction can 
play a significant role in the intellectual and personal development of all college students. 
Also, despite the lighter course loads, FGS still earned lower grades than other students. FGS 
were also less likely to be enrolled in selective institutions which is another barrier as research 
suggests that bachelor’s degree completion is “enhanced, and general educational attainment is 
positively influenced by institutional selectivity” (Pascarella et al., 2004, p. 276). 
FGS Experiences in Higher Education 
The previous literature illustrated the barriers that FGS faced in college access and how 
students continued to struggle in college as evidenced by academic measures such as retention, 
grades, and engagement. While there was little research that pointed to the actual experiences of 
students, some examples included the following. 
Relational dialectic theory. One lens through which the college experience of FGS has 
been viewed was a relational dialectic theory perspective, which “suggests that relationships are 
a give-and-take-process in constant motion. For FGS, this give-and-and take nature of their 
relationship struggles emerges from their desire to maintain a cultural identity while navigating 
the college experience” (Lowery-Hart & Pacheco, 2011, p. 56). Students may wish to fit in, but 
in attempting to do so, they may feel they are betraying their communities. They feel challenged 
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to remain true to their identities in settings where they are different. They are caught between 
two cultures and experience anxiety trying to negotiate both (Longwell-Grice et al., 2016). 
“Keeping that balance means changing, but it also means remembering their roots. They learn 
what both the old and new settings call for, and they continually move in and out of different 
cultures” (Cushman, 2007, p. 47). 
Lowery-Hart and Pacheco (2011) gathered data from 12 FGS to gain insight into their 
experiences. Their comments could be classified by intraindividual tensions of In Versus Out and 
Talking Versus Silent, associated with FGS internal tension, and intergroup dialectical of 
Integration Versus Segregation and Assistance Versus Resistance, which “highlight the external 
forces that represent the inherent contradictions between the social values of the traditional 
college culture, ideologies of FGS culture, and the dominant collegiate culture” (Lowery-Hart & 
Pacheco, 2011, p. 61).  
In Versus Out represented the struggle between the desire to be seen as in the campus 
setting and the desire to remain out of the college culture. This occurred as students attempted to 
maintain pride in their cultures and communities while simultaneously becoming part of their 
campus community. Residing in both places caused stress and resulted in FGS having fewer 
campus interactions. Student respondents struggled to fit in, knowing that doing so would help 
them succeed academically. However, they resisted fully embracing collegiate culture by 
remaining ‘out’ to maintain the personal and social identity tied to their families and childhood 
communities (Lowery-Hart & Pacheco, 2011).  
FGS also experienced Talking Versus Silent tensions, characterized by the “struggle 
between being silent or talking with others, especially regarding their fears and uncertainty about 
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the college experience” (Lowery-Hart & Pacheco, 2011, p. 59). Sharing experiences that were 
dissimilar to the “in” group, in some cases, caused FGS to remain silent, and “forced into silence, 
FGS are unable to take ownership of their education” (Lowery-Hart & Pacheco, 2011, p. 60).  
Integration Versus Segregation, occurred when FGS experienced conflict regarding 
whether to immerse themselves in college culture. Students “recognize their desire to integrate 
into the college, but are concerned about acting on it because that signifies steps toward leaving 
who they were” (Lowery-Hart & Pacheco, 2011, p. 62). Enrollment in college and its association 
with upward mobility may be viewed as moving up and moving out of one’s background and 
leaving off one identity in order to take on another (London, 1992). This may also manifest as 
FGS attempt to integrate their changing social status as college students without alienating 
family. FGS who struggle to maintain family relationships “perhaps face the toughest journey, 
especially when educators encourage them to demonstrate that they have made meaning of new 
knowledge and concepts” (Longwell-Grice et al., 2016, p. 40).  
FGS experienced feelings of disconnection and felt less welcome on their college 
campuses. On campuses that lacked diversity these feelings of not belonging were even more 
pronounced (Means & Pyne, 2017). Struggles may arise resulting from the need to negotiate 
college values while not creating distance from their families. Students may also feel 
disconnected at school due to their socioeconomic status and may feel they have little in 
common with their non-FGS peers, making social connections more difficult (Longwell-Grice et 
al., 2016). This anxiety, coupled with the reality that their parents cannot help them because they 
lack the experience of navigating this landscape themselves, intensified students’ discomfort.  
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Related to feelings of alienation, in a study that surveyed over 28,000 undergraduates at a 
large, Midwest public university, researchers attempted to gain insight on the retention and 
engagement of FGS. Consistent with similar findings, the data revealed that: (a) FGS are 
associated with lower retention rates than non-FGS; (b) FGS showed patterns of lower academic 
engagement than non-FGS, and (c) FGS’s sense of belonging is predictive to their academic 
engagement. Feeling part of their campus community and feeling that they matter has 
implications beyond engagement, as a sense of belonging is also positively correlated to 
academic achievement, persistence, retention and eventual graduation (Means & Pyne, 2017; 
Soria & Stebleton, 2012).  
Lastly, FGS experienced Assistance Versus Resistance tension. FGS recognized the need 
to ask for assistance, yet feared that doing so would make them appear inadequate compared to 
other students. This is particularly problematic as FGS are often less academically prepared for 
college rigors, experience greater confusion regarding course expectations, and yet are less likely 
to seek the help of professors. This can also be troubling for FGS as faculty and peers often 
expect them to have experiences and academic knowledge that is not always available to 
underrepresented students (Means & Pyne, 2017; Soria & Stebleton, 2012).  
Imposter syndrome. According to Whitehead and Wright (2017), imposter syndrome 
was characterized by feelings of unworthiness. For students who are first in their families to 
attend college, these feelings may affect academic performance, as individuals who view 
themselves as imposters focus on the role they believe they must play. They may doubt their 
place on a college campus rather than acknowledging and relying on the skills that contributed to 
their college admission. “Impostors believe they are intellectual frauds who have attained 
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success because they were at the right place at the right time—never because they were talented 
or intelligent or deserved their positions” (p. 641).  
Nuño-Pérez and Aviles (2019), further explained imposter syndrome for college students 
as an internalization of the stereotypes that have been ascribed to them and their place in higher 
education. As a result, they may question the idea of their success being a result of their abilities 
and efforts. Students of color are often viewed as the “special admits”, whose presence can be 
attributed to racial, and other quotas and special considerations. At first, questions about a 
students’ rightful place on campus may be met with indignance. Eventually, students may begin 
to doubt whether they do in fact belong on their college campuses (Nuño-Pérez & Aviles, 2019). 
Not all underrepresented students may internalize these feelings, nor may they have 
questioned the place of other students on campus. There may have simply been the unconscious 
and unspoken assumption that everyone else belonged there. In particular, White students from 
wealthy families. One possible outcome of the 2019 scandal involving wealthy parents paying to 
have their children gain admission to college has an interesting socio-political twist. Nuño-Pérez 
and Aviles (2019) posited that some traditionally underrepresented students, in particular Latino 
students, may feel less like imposters than they had previously. The scandal may cause students 
who have had the spotlight shone on them to turn that light around. Some students may now be 
wondering what special consideration, beyond hard work, helped their peers gain their college 
admission. While this does not alleviate historical feelings of unworthiness and doubt, nor lessen 
anger aimed at entitlement and privilege, it may lessen the sting. 
Survivors’ guilt. Lastly, according to Tate et al., 2013, survivors’ guilt was characterized 
as “worrying about being in a better position than others and the negative effects these feelings 
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may have on all aspects of well-being” (Tate et al., 2013, p. 81). Depending on the circumstances 
at home or in a student’s community, students may be unaware of the worry or depression they 
may be feeling about surpassing their parents and friends and perhaps leaving them in oppressive 
conditions While this is not a common theme in the literature, it does add a disturbing dimension 
to the FGS experience (Tate et al., 2013). 
Applying Community Cultural Wealth to FGS Experiences 
The obstacles faced by traditionally underrepresented students in college, in particular 
FGS, are many and are often framed from the perspective of deficits, gaps, and disadvantages. 
The community cultural wealth lens, however, has been used to study a range of educational 
issues from a different vantage point. Examples included Liou, Martinez, and Rotheram-Fuller’s 
(2016) examination of mentoring practices for high school students of color; Oropeza, Varghese, 
and Kanno’s (2010) study of linguistic minority students; and research by Murrillo, Quartz, and 
Del Razo (2017) on high school internships. 
In their study of mentoring pedagogy, Liou, Martinez, and Rotheram-Fuller (2016) 
examined the importance of reciprocal relationships to challenge traditional mentoring practices 
for students experiencing academic challenges in high school. They posited that mentoring, 
which is historically characterized by a vertical relationship through which mentors pass along 
knowledge in one direction to their mentee or protégé, is more effective when critical mentoring 
skills are developed which assist students to make important life decisions and successfully 
navigate the world. The existence of obstacles such as social inequity, power relationships, and 
social and economic changes complicate this navigation. Therefore, the researchers emphasized 
the importance of mentoring practices that foster a greater understanding of the mentee’s and 
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their family’s aspirational, navigational and informational skills, to empower students to resist 
and transform these institutional structures (Liou et al., 2016). 
Oropeza, Varghese, and Kanno (2010) studied the college retention and persistence of 
four linguistic minority female students. They argued that much of the literature on access and 
retention in higher education by minority students had centered on obstacles, rather than how 
students overcame them. In their study, they focused on the ways their participants leveraged 
their community cultural and other forms of capital to access and navigate the college landscape 
(Oropeza, Varghese, & Kanno, 2010). 
Finally, Murrillo et al. (2017) examined the experiences of low-income high school 
students of color involved in an innovative internship program in order to understand the types of 
knowledge, information, and support students gained, and how those tools related to their various 
forms of capital. 
Beyond what students bring to their college experiences that help them, Crow (2019) 
took it one step further. He acknowledged that the challenges students faced were substantial, but 
argued that postsecondary institutions have much to gain from the FGS on their campuses. Their 
perspective provides powerful viewpoints and opinions that enrich the academic experience for 
everyone. Also, colleges and universities, by drawing on their diverse population of first-
generation students are better equipped to connect with their local communities and respond to 
their needs. Finally, FGS often have a desire to give back and look for concrete ways to leverage 
their educations to do so, benefitting both their campuses and communities, particularly 
communities that have been underserved (Crow, 2019).  
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The capital that students take to their college experiences is powerful, and yet often 
unrecognized. Students cannot leverage the assets they do not realize they possess. Changing the 
narrative to elevate what students do have, rather than what they lack, is the intent of the 
Community Cultural Wealth framework.  
Chapter Summary 
The literature illustrated that despite their growing representation in college, FGS were 
still lagging behind non-FGS in college retention and graduation. Not earning a college degree 
has consequences beyond financial ones. As a result, inventions such as federal, state, and local 
college access programs were created to provide social and academic support to address access.  
This review began with a brief discussion of American higher education and access. A 
discussion of college access programs, including Upward Bound followed, including 
effectiveness and impact. Finally, representing the population served by Upward Bound, 
literature about the challenges faced by first-generation college students in accessing and while 
in college is presented, including their experiences.   
Though numerous programs exist to address the needs of underrepresented groups and 
provide interventions to increase college access, the specific strategies that have been successful 
remain unknown. Effectiveness has been typically measured based on college admission, 
therefore FGS success is usually presented in quantitative form, synthesizing their experiences to 
data related to factors such as grade point averages, remedial courses taken, levels of engagement 
and persistence.  
The literature described some of the feelings experienced by FGS in college, but more 
research is needed to capture these experiences in order to validate the voices of students, 
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identify what previously unacknowledged strengths are present, and determine how programs 
like Upward Bound can be most effective in preparing its participants for college transition and 
success. If higher education is indeed the most widely recognized avenue to upward mobility, 
understanding how to best equip traditionally underrepresented students to move beyond mere 
access must be at the heart of all college access programs.   
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CHAPTER 3 
METHODOLOGY 
As illustrated in the review of the literature presented in the previous chapter, there were 
many aspects of the FGS experience that have proven worthy of study. Through previous 
research, several important findings have been uncovered about FGS. For example, they have 
faced numerous academic and social challenges gaining access to and while in college, and as a 
consequence, despite their increased representation in higher education, they continued to persist 
and graduate in disproportionate numbers compared to non-FGS. Many FGS have benefitted 
from the support services provided by college access programs while they are in high school, but 
little is known about what happens to these students once in college.  
This study expanded upon previous work by focusing on the experiences and voices of 
FGS who had been participants of Upward Bound. Research indicated that little information was 
available that demonstrated which particular interventions were effective in helping 
underrepresented students matriculate and succeed in college. In addition, there was little that 
captured college experiences through the voices of students, and nothing specifically related to 
graduates of Upward Bound projects. As such, the purpose of this research was to learn about the 
lived experiences of Upward Bound alumni in their first year of college and to discover if there 
was any relationship between Upward Bound participation and those experiences.  
Research Questions 
In order to achieve the purpose of learning more about the lived experiences of UB 
alumni through their narratives and potentially changing UB services to be more impactful, the 
following research questions guide this qualitative study:  
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1. What are the academic and social experiences of Upward Bound alumni in their first 
year at four-year postsecondary institutions? 
2. What is the perceived relationship between Upward Bound participation and the first-
year college experience of Program alumni?  
Method 
The research utilized qualitative methods, specifically phenomenological semi-structured 
interviews (Seidman, 2006) and thematic pattern analysis (Miles et. al., 2014) to explore the 
experiences of UB alumni and to better understand the relationships between their UB 
participation and their experiences in college. Qualitative research seeks to gain insights into a 
particular phenomenon and evolves as the understanding of the context deepens. The qualitative 
research process involves emerging questions and procedures, and data analysis which builds 
inductively from specifics to emergent themes (Creswell, 2009). Qualitative methods were 
appropriate for this study, as it intended to explore and understand individual meaning.  
Phenomenological research is a strategy that seeks to identify “the essence of human 
experience about a phenomenon as described by participants” (Creswell, 2009, p. 13), by 
studying a small number of subjects in order to develop themes and meanings. It relies on in-
depth interviewing to collect rich data. Its primary focus is to understand the lived experiences of 
other people and the meaning they make of those experiences, the pursuit of which is rooted in 
the belief that the stories are of worth. The approach utilizes primarily open-ended questions to 
build on and explore responses in order for participants to reconstruct their experiences. It 
requires that researchers set aside their personal experiences in order to understand those of the 
participants (Creswell, 2009; Seidman, 2006.   
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Participants  
This study used purposive sampling to identify participants. This method was intended to 
purposefully select participants who were deemed representative of a given group, thus who 
could best provide the data necessary to address the research questions (Creswell, 2009; Gay, 
Mills, & Airasian, 2012). Upward Bound alumni from two Upward Bound programs at private 
universities in Southern California--Western Jesuit University and Central Private University--
were invited to participate in interviews. As the researcher, I was the Director of the WJU 
program and, therefore, contacted alumni directly to invite them to participate in the research. In 
the case of the second UB project, an introductory email from that project’s Director was sent to 
alumni indicating that “a colleague was conducting research” that might be of interest to alumni. 
All potential participants were informed of the research topic, that the project was voluntary, the 
number of respondents to be selected for interviews, and the criteria for selecting participants. 
They were told that they would be notified if they were selected for an interview within two 
weeks of the deadline to respond. A copy of the Informed Consent Form was included for their 
information.  
Of the 12 participants who expressed a willingness to be interviewed, I selected eight 
participants. The goal was to select participants who represented each project, who attended 
different institution types (California State University, University of California, California 
private college and universities, and public and private out of state institutions), and from more 
than one graduating class year (2015-2018). Other demographic characteristics such as gender 
and ethnicity were considered secondarily and ultimately did not play a role in the selection 
process. 
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Table 3 
Participant Demographic Data  
Name Gender Ethnicity First-Year Institution Status 
Amy F Mexican American Public CA Sophomore 
Ann F Bi-Racial Public CA Junior 
Arturo M Mexican-American Private CA Junior 
JD M African-American Private Out of State Senior 
Joann F Latino Public CA Junior 
Marty M Asian Public CA Senior 
Scott M Latino Public CA Senior 
Stärke  Non-Binary Latinx Public CA Sophomore 
Note. (N = 8) Participants were given the opportunity to choose their pseudonyms and the terms used to describe their gender and ethnic identities.    
 
Tables 4 and 5 provide additional demographic details of the initial participant pool.  
Table 4 
Participant Pool, Demographics by Gender and Ethnicity  
 African-American Asian Latino White Multi 
Female 5 (7%) 4 (6%) 18 (27%) 2 (3%) 2 (3%) 
Male 8 (12%) 3(4%) 24 (36%) 1 (1%) 1 (1%) 
Note. (N = 67) The participant pool included 14 alumni from the class of 2015, 16 alumni from the class of 2016, 17 alumni from the class of 2017, 
and 20 alumni from the class of 2018. 
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Table 5 
Participant Pool, Distribution by College Type 
California State University (CSU) 
University of California 
(UC) 
Private 
California 
Public & Private  
Out of State 
22 (33%) 34 (51%) 5 (7%) 6 (9%) 
Note. (N = 67) The participant pool included 14 alumni from the class of 2015, 16 alumni from the class of 2016, 17 alumni from the class of 2017, 
and 20 alumni from the class of 2018. 
 
As a result of my professional association with Los Angeles area Upward Bound projects, 
I had access to contact information for many of the members of the participant pool identified. In 
many cases, I maintained contact with these individuals since their graduation from high school. 
A colleague working with an UB project on another college campus in Los Angeles facilitated 
recruitment emails to their alumni. Also, a large number of the participant pool had been active 
alumni in their respective projects. For example, they had attended at least one alumni event, 
volunteered to speak to current UB participants or provide tours of their college campuses, or 
contributed to the project in some other capacity. Due to their general sustained connection to the 
project, there was a reasonable expectation that, while not all email recipients would respond, 
many would welcome the opportunity to assist with this study if able.  
Procedures 
Interviews. Selected participants were invited to participate in three individual, semi-
structured interviews for a combined maximum time of approximately three hours. Seidman’s 
(2006) three-interview structure for in-depth, phenomenological interviewing was employed. 
The purpose of the first, background interview was to establish the context of the participants’ 
experience by asking the participant to share as much as possible related to the topic up to the 
present time. The second interview provided participants the opportunity to reconstruct the 
details of their lived experience in the topic area––the first year of college. The goal of the third 
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interview was to allow participants to reflect on the meaning of their experience. This required 
participants to consider how life circumstances may have interacted and contributed to their 
current situations. See Appendix item B for sample interview questions. With regard to the 
trustworthiness of the research, this approach contributed to validity as it situated recollections in 
context and allowed participants to examine their responses over a period of time (Seidman, 
2006). Ultimately, the goal of this research was to allow participants to tell their stories and make 
meaning of them. Therefore, to the extent that this occurred, validity was present.  
The first interview with UB alumni lasted approximately one hour. Its purpose was to 
learn more about the participant’s background prior to entering college. This was also the first 
opportunity to develop rapport and gain trust. This was particularly critical for the CPU alumni, 
with whom I had no previous interaction. For students from the WJU project, exploring a 
participant’s background and learning more about the student than may have been previously 
known, was an excellent way to establish our relationship anew; one based on a 
researcher/participant, versus Project Director/student relationship. An example of the type of 
questions asked included: “How would you describe your upbringing?” “What was the role of 
education in your home?” and “Did you always want to go to college?” 
The second interview focused on the participant’s recollections of their first year of 
college. These interviews were up to 90 minutes in length. For these, questions such as, “Can 
you tell me about your first day or first couple of weeks of college?” “Did you feel academically 
and socially prepared to begin college?” and “Tell me about some of your first interactions with 
faculty” were asked. As participants were in various stages of their college progression (from 
having completed one year of college to having completed three) questions included those 
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related to experiences beyond the first year, for example, “Were there any differences between 
your first and subsequent years of college, and if so, can you give me an example of what that 
looked like and why you think there were differences?”  
The third interview was designed for multiple purposes. It served as a member check, 
ensuring the accuracy of responses and allowing participants to reflect on and make meaning of 
their stories. It also provided an opportunity for participants to reflect on the actual experience of 
being interviewed. The intent was to challenge the automatic assumption that individuals who 
have been historically marginalized and oppressed in society would benefit from the opportunity 
to tell their stories—to have a voice. Asking participants if this was, in fact, true, was intended to 
disrupt the traditional power dynamic that presupposes that others know what is best for these 
groups. Finally, the last interview afforded participants an opportunity to make recommendations 
regarding Upward Bound services that may assist future alumni with college transition and 
success (See entire list of interview questions in Appendix B. Note that depending on the 
conversation, not all questions were asked, and the order of questioning may have differed 
among participants). 
The interviews took place in a conference room or private office at the researcher’s place 
of employment, at a conference room or private office at the subject’s post-secondary institution, 
at local coffee shops or restaurants, or via the online conferencing platform Zoom. The 
interviews were video and audio recorded and transcribed by Zoom, and audio recorded and 
transcribed by Otter.ai, a voice recording software. The free subscription to Otter.ai was used 
which provided up to 600 minutes of recording per month along with transcriptions. The 
transcripts included key words, the ability to match passages to speakers, and export options in a 
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variety of formats. Following transcription and further editing for accuracy, highlights of 
transcribed interviews were shared with participants for member checking as part of the final 
interview. 
Analytical Plan 
A multi-phase coding process using both emergent and a priori codes was used to analyze 
the interview data. A priori codes are those that are developed prior to reviewing data (Miles et. 
al., 2014). Yosso’s (2005) community cultural wealth theory informed the initial analysis. 
Themes consistent with the six forms of capital in Yosso’s framework were identified; primarily 
the extent to which they appeared in participant’s first-year experiences, the extent to which they 
appeared in background interviews, and if applicable, how they appear and intersect in both. 
Then, interview responses were analyzed using an inductive coding process to identify emergent 
themes. Finally, data were coded using Dedoose, a cross-platform application for analyzing 
qualitative and mixed methods research to organize themes.  
Limitations 
Reliance on Participant Memory 
I was hopeful that participants would have accurate recollections of their first-year 
experience in order to provide meaningful data. Because memories do vary, some of the 
experiences may appear to be more significant than others simply due to the participant’s 
memory and ability to provide details. 
Sample Size 
Participants in this study were Upward Bound alumni from two Los Angeles area UB 
projects who graduated from high school between 2015 and 2018 and who enrolled at four-year 
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institutions the fall immediately following their high school graduations. I interviewed eight 
alumni, which was an appropriate sample size for phenomenological research (Creswell, 2009).  
Bias  
The participants of the study were former UB Program students, some of whom had a 
prior professional relationship with me as the Director of the WJU UB Program. I believe that 
the trusting relationships either previously established, or created throughout the interview 
process, contributed to open and authentic responses. Initially, I was concerned that familiarity 
would pose a problem due to the previous director/student relationship, one in which the 
researcher was an authority and, in some cases, a maternal figure. The concern was that 
participants may have said what they perceived to be the right thing, rather than providing the 
most honest responses. I was also concerned that participants may be hesitant to discuss anything 
related to their participation or program services that may be viewed as negative or ineffective or 
that they would not fully elaborate on their responses based on the assumption they may have 
about what I already know. Lastly, I was concerned that participants would disclose information 
they may not have with another researcher and later have misgivings about having done so.  
In order to mitigate these possible sources of bias, I was intentional in the design of the 
interview questions, ensuring that participants were encouraged to provide comprehensive, 
truthful answers without concern for my feelings about their responses. The three-interview 
format may have helped avoid bias by giving participants multiple opportunities to discuss their 
experiences and to augment responses given in prior interviews.  
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Conclusion 
In summary, a qualitative study employing a series of three in-depth phenomenological 
interviews was conducted. This method was selected in order to learn primarily about the 
experiences of Upward Bound alumni in their first year of college, but also to hear stories about 
their lived experiences as college students beyond the first year for those alumni who are more 
advanced in their collegiate journeys. As noted in Chapters 1 and 2, there is little research on the 
experiences of first-generation college students once they are in college, most notably absent is 
research that includes their voice (Espinoza, 2011; Means & Pyne, 2016). Also missing is 
research specific to the experiences of Upward Bound alumni during their first year of college. 
From the lens of Yosso’s (2005) Community Cultural Wealth framework, the intention 
was to discover the types of capital at play for students both prior to and while in college. 
Participants were alumni of two Los Angeles area Upward Bound projects, specifically those 
who graduated from high school from the classes of 2015-2018 and enrolled at four-year 
colleges or universities following graduation.    
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CHAPTER 4 
FINDINGS 
Background 
The primary purpose of this study was to learn about the lived experiences of Upward 
Bound alumni in their first year at four-year postsecondary institutions. The goal was to better 
understand the transition from high school to college and learn about the challenges and 
successes experienced primarily in the first year, but also in subsequent years by those 
participants further along in their postsecondary path. Utilizing Yosso’s (2005) forms of capital, 
one goal was to identify to what extent any of the six forms of capital were present in each 
participant’s backgrounds and during their first year of college. Emergent themes were also 
identified. A secondary purpose of this study was to learn to what extent UB participation may 
have impacted students’ college experiences, as there is currently no means to measure this 
connection. Lastly, comprehensive program evaluation was not within the scope of this study, 
however, participant interviews were helpful in identifying areas of Program effectiveness, as 
well as areas in which Upward Bound can develop and improve services to assist its alumni with 
the transition to college. As noted previously, Upward Bound performance reports lack 
qualitative data and focus on Program effectiveness in assisting participants to gain college 
admissions. However, in-depth qualitative studies that examine program impact and follow  
students into college are lacking, and in particular, research, focused on students’ own stories, is 
limited (Espinoza, 2011; Means & Pyne, 2016).  
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Research Questions 
To hear about the first-year experience of Upward Bound alumni in an effort to learn 
more about this critical stage of the higher education journey, identify challenges and participant 
strengths, and potentially change UB services to be more impactful, the following research 
questions guided this qualitative study: 
1. What are the academic and social experiences of Upward Bound alumni in their first 
year at four-year postsecondary institutions? 
2. What is the perceived relationship between Upward Bound participation and the first-
year college experience of Program alumni?              
In order to understand the first-year college experience of students who participated in 
UB, I used a variation of Seidman’s (2006) three-interview protocol to interview eight alumni, 
asking them in-depth questions about their backgrounds, their academic and social experiences 
in college, and their thoughts about the UB program. In the previous chapter, I described in detail 
how I designed, executed, and analyzed the interview data. In this chapter, I present the data 
from the interviews.  
This chapter is divided into two parts. First, I present participant profiles, which provide 
rich descriptions of each participant, including their family backgrounds, stories related to their 
educational experiences leading up to college, and a description of their connection to their UB 
project and their perception of the impact UB had on their college experience. In each of the 
profiles, I posit my assessment of the forms of capital, drawn from Yosso’s (2005) Community 
Cultural Wealth framework, that appear to be at play in the participants’ stories. Next, I present 
data on five prominent emergent themes drawn from the data: college expectations, feelings of 
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belonging, pressure to succeed, mental health, and impact of the Upward Bound program. 
Research findings will be organized into three main sections. First, participant profiles 
will be presented. Profiles will provide descriptions of each participant including their family 
backgrounds, stories related to their pre-college educational experiences, and a description of 
their connection to their Upward Bound project and that connection’s impact on their college 
experience. A summary of common themes among participants will conclude this section. 
Next, the five most prominent emergent themes primarily associated with the first-year 
college experience will be presented. They include themes involving college expectations, 
feelings of belonging, the pressure to succeed, mental health, and the impact of the Upward 
Bound Program.  
Participant Narratives 
For this study, I conducted three interviews each with eight participants. With the 
exception of one participant with whom I combined the first two interviews into one session due 
to time constraints, I spoke or met with each participant three times. All of Arturo’s interviews 
were conducted in person, whereas Amy’s, Ann’s, and Marty’s interviews were all done via 
Zoom. The others were some combination of in-person, telephone, or Zoom.  
Amy 
Amy was one of two sophomore participants. Her first-year experience was very fresh in 
her mind. She was a Latina attending a University of California institution where she was 
majoring in Biology with an interest in research and Public Health. 
Amy was the fifth of six siblings, or “almost the baby,” but considered herself more of a 
middle child because of her position as a role model. Amy’s parents were Mexican immigrants. 
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Her father was quite young when he immigrated to the US. He earned his high school diploma at 
the same high school as Amy. Her mother, however, completed middle school and began her 
studies in high school for a short time, but did not graduate. One of Amy’s older sisters had 
earned a college degree but attended college closer to home and commuted to college, resulting 
in a different experience than Amy’s. Her younger brother, also an Upward Bound alumnus, was 
a freshman at the same university as Amy and her younger sister was a current Upward Bound 
student. Amy expressed the “big responsibility” she feels since her cousins have not earned 
college degrees, and those family members who have attended college, including her older sister, 
did not “move out and away” as she had. Others looked to her as an example.  
Amy described her childhood as “chaotic.” Because of the large size of her family and 
the close quarters in which they lived, everything was shared. In terms of education, Amy’s 
experience was largely a function of trial and error by her parents, who navigated the educational 
system with little experience or support. “We didn’t grow up in a good community,” Amy 
recounted, which meant that the schools she attended growing up were under-resourced. 
However, she also noted that her parents frequently stressed the importance of a good education. 
She indicated that talks about education “weren’t really a dialogue,” as her parents attempted to 
have conversations with Amy and her siblings, but in actuality were simply expressing their 
expectations. She felt that her parents’ urging to succeed in school was linked to their own 
experiences of limited educational opportunities. They “struggled from that,” Amy said, and they 
wanted and expected their children to do well in school and receive a good education themselves 
“in order to have better lives.”  
The emphasis on good grades was not a problem for Amy, but not for positive reasons: 
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We didn't have the best education system, so I feel for me personally it was very easy to 
get through them. I could get the grades because there weren’t high expectations in the 
classes from other students. So I had to just do like the minimum to get a good grade. 
Elementary, all the way to high school, which is also a problem though because it did 
give me bad habits.  
Amy could not recall “when [she] knew college was a thing” but explained:  
I just knew that I was meant to go; people wanted me to go; and I kind of wanted to go 
because I always loved learning and doing things and venturing out.  
Amy’s desire to seek admission to Upward Bound was fueled by witnessing her sister struggle in 
college. Amy knew she needed guidance to avoid experiencing the same struggles.  
Amy participated in her UB project for four years. She had remained connected to her 
UB friends and helped as much as she had been able. She shared many positive memories of her 
experience, most notably the extent to which the Program equipped her with self-advocacy tools 
and helped her develop her leadership skills through socializing with her fellow UB students 
from different high schools and different backgrounds. She began as a “quiet leader” and later, 
despite the fact that her focus was on gaining college admission, she recounted: 
I still made it a point to be social and open with other people and I received like the three 
big main big rewards because I was always open in class to have conversation. I was 
always open to helping others. . . . Upward Bound really allowed me to learn how to do 
socialize. Because I didn't know a lot of the people, I didn't know a lot about their 
backgrounds, in order to get places and make connections I had to learn about them. 
These leadership and communication skills have benefitted her in college in a variety of ways.  
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She said,  
I'm comfortable with faculty and professionals just because that's kind of what we did in 
UB. We’d have to talk to, like, one of the directors at the college. She was a professional 
so we learned how to talk to her . . . what Upward Bound has taught me is, like, you need 
to network. You need to find places where you belong so you can get resources you need 
because it's hard.  
Amy’s background story and college experiences illustrated several forms of capital 
described by Yosso (2005). Amy spoke often of not coming from “a good community” or 
attending “good schools.” Despite this, she persisted and gained admission to a select, four-year 
university where she has excelled. Her ability to transcend her community and low-performing 
school’s obstacles, and locate and access support at a postsecondary institution, are examples of 
her resistance and navigational capital. Also, her ability to apply skills that she learned in 
Upward Bound to her college experience demonstrates the social capital she gained from her 
participation. Amy also mentioned her relationships with other students with whom she felt a 
strong connection, “her people.” This familial capital that she developed in college has been 
instrumental in helping her achieve academically and emotionally. Lastly, like all participants, 
the amount of aspirational capital at work for Amy was evident. Her family believed in her 
ability to succeed, which contributed to her drive to prove them correct and make them proud.   
Ann 
Ann, who identified as bi-racial, was a junior, triple majoring in Anthropology, dance, 
theatre, at a University of California campus. Ann was the eldest of four children and the first in 
her immediate and extended family to attend college. Her mother was raised by a low-income, 
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single mother. Her paternal grandparents are Central American immigrants. Both of her parents 
earned high school diplomas but have never attended college. Her mother graduated from the 
same high school Ann attended.  
Prior to college, Ann’s educational journey was one that could best be described as fluid. 
There were many changes and, as a result, much need for Ann to adapt. Ann began her education 
at a Catholic elementary school in her largely middle-class neighborhood. After a few years, the 
family moved and Ann enrolled in the local public school “in a predominantly Hispanic area 
with lots of Hispanic and Asian culture.” She attended middle school in an adjacent city but 
when it came to high school, her mother encouraged her to consider a magnet school where she 
could “pursue her passions.”   
Ann recounted her challenging transition from private to public school and between two 
very different neighborhoods. Her Catholic school was steeped in tradition, order, and routine, as 
well as a sense of community. Its small size created a family feeling. She was teased in middle 
school because she wore uniforms while not required and missed the community feeling that had 
comforted her in the past. The magnet high school was large and located in an affluent 
neighborhood with many White families. For Ann, this change was a significant adjustment. A 
self-described “White-appearing person” Ann said the difference between school in the two 
neighborhoods  
[W]as interesting because in a way, the second school should have been more my people, 
but really neither school had my people, like I was between both worlds. 
When asked if this posed a sort of identity crisis, Ann’s response was,  
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Yeah, it was, it was very weird because like, even with physical appearances and me 
being able to speak, not the same Spanish but similar Spanish, it felt very much like I 
was, you know, an imposter. 
Ann shared that in middle school, she had not thought about education beyond high 
school. College was not something that was often discussed at home while she was growing up. 
She said she was raised to be an independent thinker. So when Ann’s mother began to encourage 
college enrollment, Ann was confused because “it was never forced on me to go to college. It 
was more like, oh, college is an interesting subject and it could help you.” Ann and her mother 
decided that she should take an AP class during her freshman year of high school and that was 
what Ann considered the “spark” that made her mother think about college: 
She was like you're going to college and that's it, and you're going to work your way up 
to it, and I'm going to support you as much as I can. 
Her mother’s enthusiastic support fueled Ann’s drive to be the best student she could be and to 
make her mother proud.  
However, a pivotal moment occurred in her first semester of high school when her father 
lost his job: 
[I was] stuck between “Do I want to continue and go to college?” or “Do I want to drop 
out right now and get a job and try to help my family pay off bills and stuff like that?” 
And I had that moment of crisis. 
Fortunately, she found a flyer for Upward Bound in her school’s college office and applied.  
And I got in, and that completely shaped my destiny, you know where my pathway was 
going because now I began to see college as a way of providing for my family in the 
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future, it definitely helped shape my opinion of what college can do for me. Not at the 
moment, but of course, it would pay itself off. So yeah, that was my pathway and then 
going through Upward Bound definitely caused me to turn back and look at my siblings 
and be like they have to go to college, too, because this can only benefit them. 
Ann participated in her Upward Bound project for four years and had remained 
connected to her project in a variety of ways; she remained in contact with a select number of 
friends from her UB cohort and has provided tours of her campus to UB students. Ann fondly 
recalled UB’s sense of community and the comfort of “knowing that we were all in the same 
spot; we all had one goal to graduate high school and go to college." Reflecting on her UB 
experience, Ann recounted: 
I remember all of us coming from very similar backgrounds and, you know, not having 
family members who went through this process. And so I think that's what also helps the 
sense of community of like, you're not alone you have friends, you have some siblings 
who are going through the same, you know, thing you are right now. 
She also credited the Program with providing instruction on elevator talks, 
professionalism, and “how to be human and show genuine emotion.”  These tools, she said, 
contributed much to her ability to make friends, talk with professors, and secure employment in 
college. Regarding academics, the structure of Upward Bound’s summer sessions had carried 
over to college as well. She said she immediately started new assignments as soon as they are 
given and made sure to schedule time for breaks. She noted that whenever she applies for 
anything, she hears her UB Associate Director’s voice in her head reminding her to remember to 
describe her accomplishments in depth. As she said, “He taught me how to tell my story.” 
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Like Amy, examples of aspirational and social capital were pronounced in Ann’s 
interviews. Her mother’s enthusiastic support of her, and her belief that Ann “would work her 
way up” in school were large factors in Ann’s desire to join Upward Bound and attend college. 
Her ability to apply the academic and social tools gained in the Program and her relationship 
with staff, contributed to the social capital she took with her to college. From UB, Ann also 
gained familial capital through her relationships with other participants, those whom she refers to 
as her siblings. She also spoke of becoming a “mama bear” to some of the younger students she 
met as she moved through college, providing for them the familial capital that benefitted her.   
Arturo 
Arturo, a Latino male, was a junior majoring in Sociology at a private university in 
California. Arturo was the youngest child of Mexican immigrant parents. His father was one of 
ten siblings and his mother one of seven. Neither of his parents was educated beyond middle 
school, primarily because they were needed to help in the home. Once in the United States, and 
after the birth of his children, Arturo’s father enrolled in courses to learn English but learned 
primarily while at work as a cook. His mother speaks little English. Arturo’s older sister was a 
college senior in California and also an Upward Bound alumnus. The two are one year apart and 
extremely close. Arturo has proudly followed in his sister’s footsteps for most of their lives.  
Arturo described his upbringing as “blessed.” He had a profound appreciation for the 
sacrifices his parents had made to position him and his sister to be successful. He described how 
his parents “shielded him” from life, such as poverty and occasional police activity in his 
neighborhood:  
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They did their best to hide the real world from me until I was old enough to understand it 
because, for some cases as young as six or seven, they already know what's going on in 
their communities and I think you won't enjoy your childhood as much if you know 
what's going on.    
Arturo stated that education was always emphasized in his home. He and his sister were 
encouraged to play sports and engage in other extracurricular activities, but education had to be 
the priority. They were told that their only job was to get an education and were not allowed to 
get jobs until they graduated from high school. Earning money was not something Arturo’s 
parents wanted their children to concern themselves with while in school. Recognizing and 
appreciating the hard work of his parents have been motivating factors in Arturo’s own hard 
work in college and appreciation for his “blessing” to be there.  
My parents were always there and always willing to say, we worked hard enough for you 
to get an education like that's what you're gonna focus on, and like it's that simple. 
Although education has played an important role throughout his life, he never felt unduly 
pressured to achieve; emphasis was often placed on behavior more so than letter grades. The 
value of education was stressed upon his sister, and she passed that value along to him.  
From what I think, my parents, not necessarily regret, but they would have wanted an 
education themselves, and since they weren't able to attain one, they just were like, you 
know what, you have the chance to be able to like pass it along.  
I remember in middle school I used to get complaints from teachers, my dad would say, 
you can bring in a D or F, and I won't be as mad as if you bring in a “U”, unsatisfactory, 
because he would say, it shows me that you are disrespectful.  I also remember one 
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specific moment in middle school, one complaint my parents would always get is that I 
chatted too much and I would disrupt their class. I remember that my dad confronted me. 
I was like you know what, class is really boring I don't really enjoy it. He was vividly 
frustrated with me saying to my mom if he doesn't like school we can send him to 
Mexico, I don't know why we're here. My parents never got a complaint again. I knew 
this is where I want to be, I don't want to be in Mexico, there's nothing wrong with it but 
just being here, it's what my parents came here for and it's what I was born for too.  
Arturo participated in his Upward Bound project for four years, as did his sister, and had 
remained extremely connected to his project. He regularly attended alumni activities, 
volunteered to provide tours of his college campus, had been part of the summer residential staff, 
and had remained in contact with many of his UB cohort members. One of his cousins was also 
an alumnus, having graduated alongside Arturo the same year. Another cousin was a senior in 
high school and in her fourth year with Upward Bound at the time of his interviews.  
Arturo lamented that it is often difficult to explain Upward Bound and what the Program 
means to him. He said that people “just don’t get it.” He explained it as “kind of like a free demo 
of college, like before you like actually go to the real thing.” He further described it as a place to 
“do your thing,” take classes and make friends while “you're just having the time of your life.” 
Arturo described the Program’s impact in this way:  
I would say that it's life-changing, that would be like the easy way to put it because 
there's so many other ways you can put it, there's like so many things that you could say 
about the Upward Bound experience that you might not even realize in the moment. In 
the moment you are looking forward to, like the summers, but in the end you realize like, 
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where would I be without the Program, I don't know. And it's like, you could look at it 
big scale, minor scale, and whatever way you look at it, the Program like literally 
changed the trajectory of your life like it's there's no other way to put it. 
Arturo’s connection and appreciation of his family and upbringing was particularly 
evident. His immigrant parents were ill-equipped to provide traditional social capital, however 
their belief in his abilities and support of his dreams have provided the aspirational capital for 
both Arturo and his sister to succeed. Learning how to “do college” in Upward Bound before 
actually doing it at his university equipped him with the social capital needed to adjust to an 
institution that did not always feel welcoming, and his navigational capital has enable him to find 
his place on this campus despite the fact that it is not a place that “was intended” for him. UB 
also provided familial capital, as Arturo has remained connected to his UB cohort.  
JD 
JD, an African-American male, was a senior computer science major who attended a 
private college outside of California. He spoke fondly of his school and described how he had 
made a name for himself there. JD was the only child of a single, immigrant mother. His mother 
attended school in another country and earned the equivalent of a high school diploma. After 
some time in the United States, she eventually earned a nursing certificate. Despite his mother’s 
college experience, JD very much identified with his first-generation identity as his mother knew 
little about the American educational system in order to assist him.  
He understood as a child that “education was definitely the key to everything,” yet the 
idea was difficult to grasp. If he wasn't doing well, his mother would remind him to do better and 
had “a lot of high expectations, even higher than my own.” He saw this as a trend: he had 
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minimal expectations for himself, while others expected more, something that bothered him. He 
did not consider himself to be smart, yet others did, and he felt pressured to  
keep working harder than I already am and I felt I'm already at my limit. I've put 
everything, my hundred percent, and it's still not enough. 
He recalled talking to his mother about his interest in music. Her response was simply, “No you 
can’t do music, it's not going to get you a good, stable job.” 
JD attended his neighborhood elementary school through second grade, then transferred 
to a magnet school. At the time, magnet schools “were like the Holy Grail. If you sent your kid 
to a magnet school, you're all set, that's why my mom really wanted me to get in.” He enjoyed 
the school but had no interest in or memory of “what was being fed to my young mind.”  
I don't know if it was maybe a mix of not having someone to look up to, because I feel a 
lot of the time, I had trouble as a kid trying to find role models for myself, people like 
myself that I can look up to and see myself, eventually become. I think, at that time, I 
didn't really have anyone who I was like, dang, I can really feel myself identify with this 
person and my morals and values like I think I can really hold that up against myself.  
JD described middle school as tough for both him and his mother. He witnessed his mom 
struggle to “balance everything”, working late, getting JD to school, etc. and he knew it was time 
for him to become more disciplined. Her struggles made him “want to do good.” He said: 
I don't want to make her sacrifices and everything be for nothing. I definitely started to 
try a little bit harder and I wanted to make myself a better person so that she can be proud 
of me. 
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Middle school was also where he felt attention from teachers that he had never experienced 
before. He felt noticed for the first time, which encouraged and motivated him. Those feelings 
resulted in engagement with after school extracurricular activities, which lessened the burden on 
his mother, as she could now pick him up later. JD described what transpired in middle school as 
truly formative. He was also philosophical about the difficulty educators have “making sure their 
students succeed,” citing large class sizes and unknown issues affecting student performance. At 
the same time, he was adamant that  
you don't have to become like their psychologist, but I think just encouraging them and 
giving them attention [helps] because I got that and it really, really helped me out a lot.  
The transition from middle school to high school was also significant. JD’s mother 
wanted to enroll him in another, highly sought after magnet school. JD stated, “things happen for 
a reason.” He was not admitted and instead enrolled in his public high school, where his reaction 
at orientation was: 
Whoa, this is crazy, I see a lot more people who look like me and a lot more people who 
look like the people who live in my area and it was definitely weird because I hadn't 
thought to that point, like critically about demographics and race and who I'm naturally, 
you know akin to being friends with that just hadn't occurred to me.  
It was of course in high school where JD discovered the Upward Bound Program. His 
memory of joining the Program and its impact was crystal clear:  
I think I’ll remember how I joined Upward Bound for the rest of my life. I will definitely 
cherish the moment because I can remember it like it was yesterday. I was sitting in my 
English class and a presentation was made. In that instant, I was like, whoa, you get to do 
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this, this and this, I gotta do this. I told my mom about it and she was like, yeah, you're 
definitely doing it. I got all the documents signed and everything and then I had my 
interview with the Director it was just like, yeah, just definitely a great ride.  
If not for the Program, he would have continued to question going to college, because at 
that point, he was trying to “be an individual and make my own decisions, rather than my mom 
imposing these decisions on to me.” He wondered whether college was meant for him and was 
concerned about his ability to succeed and “really get anything out of it.” He credited Upward 
Bound with showing him what college was like and what education could “bring out in me.” He 
had never seen anyone “really do it.” He had never heard about other people’s college 
experiences until Upward Bound. He was excited about interacting with people who had those 
experiences and who could answer “literally all my questions” honestly, in order for him to 
formulate his own opinion about college. His take was 
okay, I think this college thing definitely seems like the right thing for me for all the right 
reasons and to do for all the things I want to do in my life. And I just can never forget that 
experience and what it meant to me. 
JD described high school experiences that made little sense to him. For example, poor 
and unorganized instruction in his advanced placement courses, and lack of adequate academic 
advising for all students, not merely those deemed college bound. Prior to high school, he 
adjusted to different schools; not always easily. His ability to advocate for himself and figure 
how to get what he needed demonstrates a great deal of resistance capital. His mother, knowing 
“little about American education”, pushed him to “get all As” in high school and “go to a good 
college”. She had no idea what a good college was and asked her co-workers for their opinions. 
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This aspirational capital had been a huge motivator for JD, as his goal had always been to make 
his mother proud. In college JD experienced circumstances in the classroom and on campus that 
made him question his place at the university. His navigational capital allowed him to push up 
against those situations and resulting feelings of insecurity and anger, to find the people, spaces, 
and resources needed to make the campus his own, and a place for others like him to thrive.   
Joann 
Joann was a Latina who attended a California State University institution. She was a 
junior majoring in Public Health. She planned to pursue a career in nursing. Joann was the 
younger of two daughters of immigrant parents, neither of whom earned high school diplomas. 
Joann’s older sister was also an alumnus of Upward Bound; however, she did not graduate from 
high school. Joann mentioned that “all eyes” were on her to be the first in her immediate and 
extended family to graduate from college, which was the source of much pressure and stress.  
Joann characterized her upbringing as happy, but with “lots of responsibility.” Because 
both of her parents worked long hours, she and her sister were responsible for many of the 
household chores, which required completion prior to their parents’ return home at the end of the 
day. Joann considered her parents strict regarding grades, but not as much concerning 
“everything else” because they were confident that their daughters “knew how to behave.”  Also, 
the children knew that “one look from mom” was all it took to keep them in line.  
With regard to education, Joann’s parents did not stress education and there were no real 
conversations on the topic. They did not ask her about her schoolwork, nor did they help her with 
it. Joann felt that education was not important to her parents and therefore it was not very 
important to her. She eventually realized that it was their lack of knowledge, not their lack of 
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interest, which caused their assumed disinterest. Conversations could not occur on a topic with 
which they had no experience or knowledge. Joann realized she would have to “learn everything 
herself” and “winged it through” middle school and the start of high school. However, she 
wasn’t very concerned about her grades.  
I didn't really tend to care about my grades because in my mindset, I wasn't going to 
college. Since my sister had dropped out, and she wasn't trying and she wasn't going to 
college and my parents were okay with that, I'm just like, oh well, I could get a job and 
not go to college and we could just like survive on that. But then, like, I ended up going 
to Upward Bound and you guys started pushing me to do better and better myself. That's 
when I started trying harder than in any other grade. 
Joann participated in her UB project for four years and had remained remarkably 
connected to it. She checked in with her UB Associate Director every semester, attended alumni 
activities, and had remained in close contact with all of her UB cohort members. The self-
described “leader,” Joann talked about the bond the cohort shared and how much she loved her 
class. It was because of this that she decided she would create and maintain the cohort’s group 
chat because “like, we're gonna stick together.” When asked about her leadership role within her 
cohort, she replied, “yeah, I’m the glue, I’m the glue.” 
When asked whether she felt academically prepared for college, Joann admitted that she 
had not felt prepared, but also was not concerned. She knew she “would get the hang of it” and 
did not worry about it. “I kind of just like told myself it would be okay and then I will figure it 
out.” That confidence, she said, came from her UB Associate Director.  
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He always told me that I was much stronger than I look, and that I always like, end up 
doubting myself and I'm always scared, and that I shouldn't be that like. Life, yeah, it gets 
scary sometimes but like you overcome, like everything that you face. So like always, I 
always think about his words that he's told me throughout the years. And that gives me 
confidence and like courage to finish through everything, and just to believe in myself.  
That same confidence had carried over throughout college. When asked about stressful 
times in school Joann mentioned that when those occurred, she would take time for herself, tried 
to relax, and would reach out to her UB Associate Director who assured her that “it's gonna be 
okay, that I'm strong, and that I'll push through it.” He reminded her that it is not bad to ask for 
help, that “it's okay if you need help, just ask for it, and it will be there like that door will open 
many others.”  He reminded her of the importance of mental health:  
So like, everything he tells me like, I keep in, and I just like keep thinking to myself, you 
can handle it. It's okay like you're only human. I can only do so much.  
And lastly, in classes, it was his voice in her head reminding her of “his little T-zone,” which 
meant to sit in the first row, and down the middle, which she always did.  
For Joann, familial capital appeared the strongest. The self-proclaimed “glue” of her 
cohort, she gained strength from, and ensured the cohesiveness of her peers. She also described 
her relationship with her EOP advisor, saying that at times she would drop in to see her even if 
she did not have any questions, because her advisor was also a graduate student “trying to further 
her career, and she stresses out too, so we kind of help each other . . . so I feel my role is telling 
her that she's also doing a great job, not only as an advisor, but like as a student.” Joann’s ability 
to leverage relationships and create supportive communities had been a cornerstone of her 
97 
 
success in college, had contributed to other’s success as well, and should serve her well in her 
health service career. As with all participants, aspirational capital was apparent, but perhaps 
more grounded in her relationships with her UB staff, which was also the source of social capital. 
The belief in her abilities, and the academic and social tools derived from the Program, 
particularly from the Associate Director, were explicitly and lovingly recounted by Joann.   
Marty 
Marty, an Asian male, was a senior majoring in Sociology at a University of California 
campus. Marty was the younger of two sons of immigrant parents. His mother earned the 
equivalent of a high school diploma from her native country. His father began his high school 
career in his native country but completed it in the United States. Marty’s older brother began his 
college career at a four-year university before Marty, but was met with several challenges and 
returned home and enrolled in the local community college. As a result, Marty would be the first 
to earn a college degree and had felt pressure to do what his brother had not been able to do—
make his parents proud. This had been a source of both pressure and resentment for Marty.  
Marty recalled that education was definitely a focus growing up, but rather than having 
conversations, he felt that he was “always getting talked at.” He said he and his brother knew 
they were expected to go college, therefore needed to apply, but it was hard to imagine: 
That's just how it was growing up. My dad would always get it into us, you just need to 
get an education, a degree is going to take you wherever you want, like very straight to 
the point about the necessities and look what it leads to, in just a materialistic way I 
guess. But that's all we ever heard. So, and we knew we kind of didn't have a choice. And 
it was always daunting to hear because he would always be very serious about it. 
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Sometimes it's like, dang like none of us even knows how this process works like we 
don't know, do you just walk into a college and apply? 
Marty also expressed some disappointment and perhaps hurt, that after being admitted to 
several competitive postsecondary institutions, and committing to a top-tier university, there was 
little recognition from his parents, most notably his father, despite his prior push for college. 
Marty reflected on the expectations of his parents, their lack of understanding about the college 
application process and how competitive and arduous it is, and their different communication 
style.  
Like it was just like it didn't mean anything to them, you know, it’s something that I tried 
to like fresh out of them, you know, I was trying to like get more validation out of like 
that. But I never got it at the time, that validation. And so I got over it, but obviously that 
was something that I struggled with during that year. 
Regarding college, he said that he knew “it was gonna happen eventually,” but it wasn't 
until his involvement with Upward Bound that it became real and seemed possible. Marty was a 
four-year participant in his Upward Bound project and had remained well connected to it, as had 
his parents. Marty attended alumni events, had offered to provide UB students with tours of his 
campus and remained close to many of his cohort members. It was there that he began to “look 
into education groups and stuff like that” and became aware of diversity and first-generation 
identity. He began to appreciate what education means, “because education means being aware 
of yourself and being aware of what's around you, to being able to like break the mold.” He said 
he was taught to  
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take initiative and social action, essentially, because then you can help out your 
community and you can understand why this person is suffering from whatever they’re 
suffering from, whether it's a societal issue or even a health issue. So it was very 
liberating.  
Marty’s aspirational capital was apparent, but like Joann, it was a combination of the 
encouragement he felt from his family and the support of Upward Bound. For Marty, the 
pressure he sometimes felt may not have always been positive; it caused some stress and 
resentment. Nevertheless, his pursuit of higher education was undaunted by the obstacles he 
faced in life and in high school. He and his family believed he could succeed, and he has. He 
noted that high school had not truly prepared him for college, but knowing that he had 
“survived” nevertheless, provided resistance capital that served him well in college. If he could 
get what he needed to get to college, he could use his resistance capital and navigation capital to 
access resources in college. Marty also gained social and familial capital from Upward Bound. 
He learned how to approach and make connections with people on his campus who could help 
him, and has always had the support of his cohort members who he considers some of his closest 
friends and allies.  
Scott 
Scott was a Latino male who attended a University of California institution. He was a 
senior, engineering majoring, and is actively researching Ph.D. options. Scott was the middle 
child of Central American immigrant parents. His mother attended elementary school for a few 
years in her country and remained there until she was a young adult. His father completed the 
equivalent of middle school and immigrated to the US as a teen. Scott’s older brother attended 
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community college but struggled and had bounced from community college to trade schools 
since graduating from high school. His younger sister, also an Upward Bound alumnus, was a 
first year student at a California State University campus. Like Marty, Scott had felt tremendous 
pressure and perhaps even more resentment, to be the first sibling to earn a college degree, while 
not being the eldest. This pressure came up several times in our conversations.   
Scott described his childhood as “Christian and sheltered.” He said he was raised in the 
church and because of concerns about the safety of the neighborhood in which he lived, his 
parents preferred that he and his siblings stay indoors or “maybe just in the backyard.” As a 
result, he characterized his childhood as something other than “stereotypical,” devoid of typical 
community, neighborhood, and kid connections. He described his parents as “strict” but 
understood that they were trying their best to  
help us survive in a country that they don't even know much about, a country they haven't 
really assimilated to, and a country that they are very afraid of, so they're trying their best 
to make sure we're okay. 
Because they knew little about education and “American ways,” Scott’s parents applied 
whatever they saw as typical or average to their own children. As a result, Scott grew up being 
told that education “is what's going to set us free from, like, poor socioeconomic status.” They 
believed that it didn’t matter if you were discriminated against or treated unfairly, telling Scott 
“all that matters is that you get a good education so you can be in a good status where it doesn't 
affect you anymore.” 
Scott described his early education as difficult and himself as “fidgety” and a loner who 
was often bored and disinterested in schoolwork. Middle school was painful; it was there that he 
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realized the extent to which people were judged by their appearance. It made little sense to him 
and continued to isolate himself. High school proved to be similar. He expected to be bullied, so 
made a few good friends that he felt safe around. Academically, he got by and remained “under 
the radar” as his parents were focused on this older brother’s academic struggles. In retrospect, 
Scott said there was little focus on him, a realization that seemed to hurt.  
And then there was constant bickering between my parents, my brother and I was just 
like, I just left my own devices. So, I didn't have that much like a magnifying glass on 
like how good I was in high school, and they were actually paying attention before. The 
most important thing that happened in high school was the WJU UB program.  
As Scott watched his brother struggle in college thing, he wondered what he needed to do 
to be successful. College did not seem like an option until Upward Bound. Scott participated in 
his Upward Bound project for four years and had been an extremely active alumnus. He provided 
tours of his campus each year for UB students, attended alumni events, and kept in regular 
contact with project administrators.   
UB pretty much showed us, this is what the college education process is, basically you 
entering this phase in adulthood, where you're with people and you're being taught things 
that you're actually interested in. And the staff were first-gen too. And I was like, really 
going back to my childhood; I didn't have anyone really like education role models 
showing I can do this too. Oh, and then another major aspect that really helped me was 
my cohort, helping to get adjusted. I didn't really have friends before the Program, but we 
were kind of forced to be together, our cohort had a special bond, you know like the 
Breakfast Club. That really helped. 
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Familial capital had been important for Scott since his middle school days and proved 
tremendously valuable to him through his association with Upward Bound. From not having 
many friends and feeling judged, to developing a community of “peers turned family,” the love 
and support of this new kin had continued to sustain him in college, and he had committed 
himself to providing similar kinship to the UB students who followed him. Like Marty, the push 
for success from Scott’s family had been a source of motivation and stress. And similar to JD, he 
did not feel that his schools had adequately prepared him for higher education, he therefore had 
to find his own way to access information and skills that would lead to college enrollment, in 
particular, Upward Bound. The social capital gained from the role models he encountered, 
lessons learned, and confidence gained have translated into undaunted focus and drive to 
succeed.  
Stärke 
Stärke was a sophomore majoring in Film, and Latin American Studies at a University of 
California campus. Stärke identified as Latinx and non-binary and used the pronouns 
“they/them.” Stärke was the middle child from a single-parent home headed by an immigrant 
Central-American mother. Their mother attended some high school in her country but did not 
graduate because she was pressured by family members to quit school in order to help at home. 
Once married, Stärke’s mother was not allowed to pursue her education due to her husband’s 
refusal to allow her to do much of anything outside of the home. Stärke’s father, who left the 
family when Stärke was very young, did not attend high school. Stärke had a much older brother 
who did not attend college, as well as a younger brother who was in middle school. Because their 
older brother did not have an interest in college, the example of educational achievement had 
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been set by Stärke; it was one that they both relished and felt pressured by. They wanted it to be 
noted that they were “the person” in the family, the person who others depended on and turned 
to.  
Stärke recounted how difficult it was when their father left. Being so young, and unaware 
of the abuse suffered by their mother, they didn’t understand why he had to leave, so it was 
natural to feel a sense of loss and resentment toward their mother, something that lingered for 
some time. In addition, to ease the resulting loss of income, Stärke began to help their mother 
clean houses at the age of nine. Stärke grew up knowing that education was very important to 
their mother. 
Stärke said they always knew they wanted to go to college, but once in high school and 
“especially going to a large inner-city public school” they didn't know what was required to 
graduate and gain admission to college. Upward Bound seemed to offer that assistance.  
So I was like, I want to be part of that. And it also seemed just like really empowering to 
me, kind of taking control of that situation and like putting in extra effort that I might not 
have needed to or like that other students weren't doing. 
Stärke was a three-year participant in their UB project and had been the least connected 
to their project of the eight research participants. A first-summer experience that was less than 
welcoming and staff changes that appeared unfair to Stärke, set the stage for a UB experience 
that, while useful, was not as satisfying as others described by research participants. Stärke did 
see the value of the experience now as a college student and felt the experience was very helpful 
in that it made them feel more prepared compared to college peers.  
104 
 
I feel like a lot of my peers, and I don't know how to help them, but like they've always 
been like I don't know what to do and I feel like they drown in their work, and for me it's 
just like, oh, I've done this before. 
Stärke remained connected to a few of their former UB friends, and expressed a 
willingness to “help out” their UB project if able, but had not remained very connected, due in 
part because of the distance between their college and home. Despite this seemingly 
disconnected relationship, Stärke expressed a desire to do more and planned to find ways to do 
so. They summarized that desire by saying, “yeah, there’s a little sticky note where I was like, 
who to donate to when I get wealthy.” 
Stärke also credited the Program for having a significant influence on their mother’s 
attitude toward college, and how that impacted Stärke and their relationship with their mother.  
I feel really fortunate, especially because of Upward Bound and if it hadn't been for those 
early parents sessions, she would have been like, No, you can't go to [your University], 
just stay close, and I probably would have like succumbed under that pressure and I 
would have like settled and sacrificed and I wouldn't be happy today, and I would have 
ended up being resentful. So, I really appreciate that because I know that played a lot into 
the support that she ended up giving me and our relationship. 
Stärke experienced obstacles in their inner-city schools, to a certain degree within their 
Upward Bound project, and certainly in college. Much rested on their shoulders, as they were 
“the person” who others looked to for guidance and as an example. In college, Stärke had sought 
connections with peers and had formed close relationships with others like them, such as the 
food service personnel who often treat students of color on their campus like family members. 
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Several forms of capital have had a role in their perseverance thus far.  Resistance capital played 
a role in Stärke’s ability to ensure they were enrolled in the college preparatory courses needed, 
despite being at a large school that did not seem well prepared to assist college-bound students. It 
enabled them to secure a spot in Upward Bound, and even when they felt uncomfortable, this 
capital helped them overcome those feelings in order to fully maximize the services needed for 
college admission. The social capital gained from UB, coupled with navigational capital were 
instrumental in helping them communicate confidently, and locate campus resources. Familial 
capital, gained from friends and university staff, has been an integral aspect of helping Stärke 
feel grounded and safe in an environment that has not always been welcoming. And lastly, 
aspirational capital keeps them going; the “I can do this, I must do this” attitude propels them 
daily. 
Participant Summary 
Looking across these eight profiles, some similarities emerge in the participants’ 
backgrounds; one of the more prominent was that of immigrant parents. With the exception of 
Ann, who had paternal immigrant grandparents, all participants spoke about the significance of 
their parents’ immigrant status. The role of first-generation American parents lends an added 
dimension to the experience of first-generation college students, and while this additional 
perspective is not further explored in this study, it is worth noting.   
In the next section of this chapter, I present five themes that emerged through my pattern 
analysis of the interview data; expectations, belonging, the pressure to succeed, and mental 
health. Participant stories reflected in themes address Research Question 1, which shed light on 
the first-year college experiences of these participants. Through their stories, participants also 
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provided glimpses of the forms of capital at play in their lives and throughout their collegiate 
journeys. 
Experiences: The First Year of College and Beyond 
As discussed in Chapter 2, a number of factors shape students’ college experiences. In 
their interviews, my study participants described various academic and social experiences and 
shared their reactions and reflections on those events. Looking across all of the interviews, four 
primary themes emerged. 
To begin, the expectations of the college experience are highlighted. They include visions 
of what college would look like and be like, and surprise at what was actually present. Next, 
participants’ accounts of their sense of belonging in college in general, and on their particular 
college campuses, in particular, are presented. The degree to which participants expressed 
pressure and an urgency to be successful in college is described next. A discussion of mental 
health related issues follows. Finally, a snapshot of the extent to which participation in Upward 
Bound impacted students socially and academically, in many cases dramatically, is presented.   
Theme 1: Expectations 
Oh man, you know, it was like, I don't know how else to describe it, but like those White teen 
shows.––Stärke 
 
Visions of College 
From what the first day might be like, to how prepared students were to tackle the 
academic and social aspects of college, several patterns emerged. First, just what is college like 
anyway? Visions of movies and television shows took center stage. Stärke laughed, almost self-
consciously, as they described their vision of college “from those White teen shows.” They 
described buildings with brick walls and “I don’t know like it’s just really weird” but they 
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thought words “like horseback riding” and visions of books around, “and just being like, you 
know, sophisticated” were what summed up their expectations of what college would be like.  
The movie theme was prevalent as Arturo described his long-standing image of college 
with people “just being grown-up and walking around in their college apparel” and carrying their 
backpacks and getting around campus from class to class. He acknowledged that the image he 
saw, which painted a picture of real independence, was likely “from movie sets.” 
Ann had expectations of the type of people she would encounter, again from what she 
had seen, rather than what she had heard from others, or had experienced herself. 
I started to think of it in relation to how Hollywood portrays it. You either get the really 
nerdy people, or the very social people, like the sorority girls, the frat boys, and that sort 
of thing. So I didn't know where I fit into that because at the time in middle school, I 
didn't care too much about my academics, it was just easy for me, so whatever grades I 
got it I was happy with. So at the time, I was like, oh I'm not a nerd, I'm not that hard-
working, but I'm also not a very social person so I didn't see where I would fit in the 
college atmosphere just because I was like, I'm an ordinary person.  
For Joann, her picture of college was less about the surroundings and the people, and 
more about what it would be like when she was dropped off at school. And once again, what she 
imagined was based on, “like all these movies.” She shared 
[from the] very beginning, like growing up, you see like people heading off to college  
and their parents cry, and then like I would think to myself like, oh that's gonna be me 
one day.  
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But for Joann, while that image was real to her, as she got older, she wondered if it would 
be real for her. Based on her background, community and “like the whole education system and 
like my parents not being able to help me” she questioned if that would indeed be her reality: 
I started getting into the mindset like, oh that's not me, it's gonna be hard to get into 
college, especially like how long I study and like my grades, there's no way I'm going to 
get in.  
Marty’s first visions of college were from his elementary school years, at which time he 
imagined college as “a bunch of offices, a bunch of like fancy auditoriums where people just talk 
and just do their homework and then they just go home.” He vaguely recalled a campus visit, 
possibly to UCLA, and feeling that because he “was so small,” the campus seemed “just so 
big”—a place with a “bunch of old people and old buildings.”  
As Upward Bound participants, visions of college are viewed through the first-generation 
college student lens, therefore it is not surprising that they are steeped in television and movie 
imagery. As Bloom (2008) asserted, even in the aspirations of FGS, there may be a lack of 
specificity due to the fact that lack the ability to accurate describe or picture something they have 
little to no experience with.   
Academics 
With regard to academics, expectations ranged from students having “no idea” what to 
expect, to expecting all work and no play. For a variety of reasons, many participants felt they 
were not adequately prepared for college rigors. This was due to lack of proper preparation in 
high school, an unclear idea of the demands of college life, and in cases just the initial 
adjustment associated with the first year of college. 
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JD believed he would “just go to class, and then I'm going to come back and work a lot, 
‘cuz like it's so much homework. I'm not gonna have a social life.” He recalled asking almost 
everyone he met how hard college would be and wondered “if he could take it.” He tried to 
anticipate the amount of college rigor would present, and the level of “work ethic” required to do 
well. He said he was scared to be far away from home, and realized that in high school, had he 
not done well, there was always the threat that his mother “would be like, if you don’t do your 
homework, I’m going to come up to the school.” In college, on the other hand, due to fear of 
disappointing his mother, he would have “no choice but to discipline myself.” It was entirely up 
to him and he was unsure that he could provide the “motivation and encouragement” needed to 
work hard. Plus, he expected an additional, daunting challenge: 
I was going to be up against these kids from different states. I don't know if they have a 
better education than I did or what kind of resources they had. So that was kind of like 
also a thing that I was kind of afraid of because my school isn't the greatest, but I 
definitely did get a lot out of it, but you know there are a lot of other school districts in 
the US that are just amazing and have all these things, resources like full-on labs for their 
high school, and a lot, you know. So those are kind of the things that were going through 
my head when I first got here. I was very, very scared for my first class.  
Marty anticipated college would be “very difficult, very, very difficult,” but accompanied 
by times that would be “very laid back” and there would simply be an alternating of the two 
extremes. He said he “wasn’t entirely wrong,” but that his attitude confirmed the fact that he 
truly did not fully understand college and what to expect. As he noted, “I just wasn't aware of all 
the growing up that I had to do.” 
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     Stärke said that “the bad stuff that happened” their first year was certainly not 
expected, “but they did, and that's okay because that's life and bad things are going to happen 
sometimes.” But “more than anything” they did not know what to expect. And as someone 
studying film, they knew that “depictions and films were not accurate; they were exaggerated 
and biased,” adding to their belief that any expectations may not have been accurate. And as a 
first-generation student, “nobody knew what was going on.”   
Amy’s first-year experience was nothing like what she had expected, most notably 
because she had “so much independence.” She was able to stay out late, either doing schoolwork 
or spending time with friends, and “no one was telling me to go home and sleep, no one was 
reminding me to eat, no one was reminding me to do my homework or go to lectures, to this and 
that.” As a result, a big part of the transition to college was learning to be responsible and 
manage her time. As a “social person” this was something that was difficult. If her friends were 
going out, she wanted to go as well; she “didn’t want to miss out.” At the same time, she 
understood the need to study, so she had to learn to prioritize academics over her social life.  
Although she did not expect as much independence as she experienced, Amy was very 
familiar with self-discipline. Having to study without being told to was nothing new; this was 
something she had already done in high school.  
No one told us to study in high school or do our homework. In our high schools and low-
income communities, if you don't do your homework sometimes it's like a college 
campus because your teacher won't care. . . . Some educators would give up at some 
point, just depending on which class you were in or what type of students you were with, 
so I was kind of used to it. 
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Because she was a good student, she did not expect academics to be as stressful as they 
were. What caused the stress was the emphasis on midterm and final exams, with little credit 
given for coursework or homework, despite the fact that her STEM courses “had a lot of 
homework.” This was different from high school and required her to do very well on exams. The 
need to adjust how she approached her studying was difficult and “took a toll.” Even with the 
support of her learning community, things were “hard because they would get it right away, or 
sometimes I would and they wouldn’t and we would just do back and forth.”   
Despite believing she possessed “all the tools that could have prepared me for college,” 
Ann was still concerned that everything in college would be being “completely new” and she 
would not “have a hand to hold” or anyone to turn to for guidance and direction. She expected 
the start of college to be similar to high school and that she would spend a great deal of her 
freshman year “figuring out what I need to do, and figuring out both mentally and physically 
where I am.” Questions such as “Do I need a job? Where do I get one? How do I get one? Who 
do I talk to? Where are the dining halls? and Where are the libraries?” were among her many 
concerns.  
Based on her Upward Bound and Summer Bridge experience at her college, she was not 
prepared for the large classrooms and expected fewer students. The “huge lecture halls” made 
her feel alone and overwhelmed. Ann also expected that she would be more involved in 
extracurricular activities and leadership roles, and that she would have much more interaction 
with faculty. She was “a little bit shocked” that she did not. Academics took more time than she 
had imagined, and because she worked in her academic department, some faculty members were 
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also her co-workers. Interacting with faculty in her department could have been a positive 
experience, but because of Ann’s insecurity, she avoided calling attention to herself:  
[As a] first-year [student] I didn't want to bring embarrassment to myself, if I had a 
question and it's so easily answered, I didn't want to embarrass myself and be like, why 
didn't I understand that the first time? 
She was pleased that her expectation of an extremely competitive academic environment 
did not materialize, nor did she encounter uncaring professors.  
Scott was also taken aback by the large classrooms, and like Amy, was shocked “that I 
can just leave right now, no one cares, you can just get up and walk away, that’s it.” He expected 
“less hand-holding,” but wasn’t completely ready for the opposite of his high school 
training which he described as “the bell doesn’t dismiss you, I do.” Professors did not care if he 
was in class or not, “so academically, it was very much like, oh I can do whatever I want.”  
Similar to imagining what college might look like, it may be difficult for Upward Bound 
students to anticipate the demands of college work. Because UB projects traditionally serve 
lower performing schools, participants may be unfamiliar with rigorous, challenging coursework 
and high expectations. It does not seem unusual for students to be surprised by how demanding 
college academics are because they are ill-prepared, or how easily they adapt because they were 
expecting do be challenged and had to be self-motivated in high school. Also, there can be a 
disconnect between the aspirational message that is often sent that hard work is all it takes to 
succeed in college, without understanding that many other institutional and societal factors 
contribute to doing well (Dyce et al., 2013).  
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Culture Shock 
Several participants shared that they expected their college campuses to be less diverse 
than their high schools and communities. They also expected that they would learn among 
students who were better prepared and wealthier. Nevertheless, that reality was difficult to 
accommodate. 
For Scott, the biggest culture shock was what he considered an emphasis on race, which 
is something he did not feel would affect him. This was not the case. He said race had not been 
important to him and was not something that had been “pointed out” previously.  
That was a big culture shock for me, knowing that I'm part of this group and people 
expect me to be a certain way. I've always said I was a racist saying like, oh, I always feel 
like White people think of me like this, they're always afraid of me. But it felt like a lot of 
people that look like me, had that. And it really was the biggest culture shock for me, 
how much your physical appearance affected other people's idea of you. 
Regarding wealth, Arturo commented that he was surprised by peoples’ spending habits, 
how “indifferent and carefree” students were about spending money—especially those who were 
“spending their parents’ money.” It was “eye-opening” for him because he always considered 
how hard his parents work when thinking about money, and calculated how long it took his 
parents to earn the equivalent of tuition, for example. He was also surprised at how common it 
was to meet students whose parents had earned advanced degrees. He remembered meeting 
many peers during his first year whose parents were doctors and thinking to himself, “like, how 
many doctors do we really need in the world?” 
114 
 
Similar to the previous examples of expectations, surprise and shock is the result of the 
unexpected. Upward Bound students, while not sheltered or unaware, typically reside in low-
income communities and have less exposure to a wide range of socioeconomic status. Thus it is 
not unusual for participants to express a degree of shock at the extreme privilege they 
encountered. According to Cushman (2007), it is not surprising for FGS to be unprepared for 
some discomfort associated with their lack of academic preparation and the degree to which 
socioeconomic differences affect them.  
Theme 2: Belonging 
There are certain places that I didn't feel like I had belonged just because I didn't feel smart 
enough, or I didn't feel like I had the same economic status.––Ann 
 
In the direct response to the question “Did you feel you belonged on your college 
campus?” and sprinkled throughout all of the participant’s interviews, a clear pattern of feeling 
out of place and uncomfortable arose. While there were many shared experiences of feeling like 
they stood out as students of color at predominantly White institutions, their unease, and 
unfamiliarity with wealth, and being concerned that others would question their place in college, 
it was Ann’s account of “self-inflicted” isolation that was particularly striking. Ann, a bi-racial, 
White-presenting student, shared her feelings of insecurity at her prestigious university.  
She doubted her intellect, especially in settings with STEM majors, and felt 
uncomfortable when around members of fraternities and sororities or when the topic of “frats” 
was raised. Admittedly, she had little interest in joining those organizations, but still had an 
interest in knowing about them, but she felt self-conscious about the fact that even if she had, she 
knew that she couldn’t afford to join. She believed that others knew her low-income status, 
therefore had she even tried to engage in conversation, she believed she would have been 
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“removed from it.” She said that she was not absolutely certain that would happen, but her 
insecurity about not really belonging and “feeling like an outsider” caused her to avoid “certain 
spaces.”  
And there were a few other spaces that because of how I appeared, I didn't feel welcome. 
One of them was the [Latino Student Center], which is where the Educational 
Opportunity Program is. And because I don't appear as Hispanic, I felt really weird about 
it because, like I am halfway, I don't belong here. I look White and I feel like I'm 
invading this space, but it's also a space that I can use and have the opportunity to do so, 
but it gave me too much anxiety of bringing attention to myself that I began to just avoid 
those spaces. 
Ann admitted that it was solely her decision to avoid the Center, but noted that often, 
student events and activity on campus “are amplified through social media forums like 
Facebook” in which students may report things that they have heard or observed and “they'll go 
and they'll put it on Facebook and like, hey, like I saw this one person blah, blah, and you know 
they don't belong here.” A recent example was a post made by a student about “White-appearing 
students in minority-based spaces” and how the student was unhappy about it because they felt 
the students obviously did not belong there. Ann’s immediate thought was, “that it’s for me, all I 
could think was, that’s me sitting in a space that I don't belong.”  
Marty also shared that for a long time he did not feel like he belonged. Like Ann, he 
described his discomfort in certain spaces on campus:  
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[J]ust because I feel like I wasn't smart enough, or I just couldn't find people who kind of 
acted like me, or maybe kind of came from where I come from because it was also a big 
culture shock to find out that nobody really talks the same way that I do. 
He said that people would “look at me funny” and he would get asked where he was 
from. He felt judged and “like I was being looped into another group” rather than being seen as 
himself—as an individual. He described how he had to learn how to “manage my spaces so I 
could manage my relationships” because people kept trying to label him and “put him into a 
group,” which made him uncomfortable for a long time. He described the discomfort as being 
because  
I couldn't fit in any one, there were way too many groups and I couldn't fit in one, so I 
felt like I couldn't get close to any one person because of that. 
Stärke also shared similar discomfort in some spaces on campus: 
There have been situations where I feel like you don't belong on campus, and I feel like 
that's definitely when I'm like, with the wealthier students or with, the wealthier and 
whiter students, and like all of those studying STEM. 
Although they have found their niche on campus, in particular a sort of extended family 
with the food service workers who are also people of color, they shared instances when they felt 
disappointed with the campus climate.  
One notable example, which Stärke described as something that occurs at least annually, 
was the appearance on campus of posters “with like White supremacist messages—with razor 
blades on them.” Students are “outraged” each time this happens, so when this occurred again 
recently, the outrage continued, however, to the dismay of Stärke, and many others:  
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The school didn't say anything about it, there was like a little apology, and like “be 
careful.” But like, what is that going to do? You're not searching for who did it. You're 
not searching to give consequences as soon as it happens. And being a school where 
there's so many people of color and, like so many of us are not going to feel unsafe, it 
feels like no one really cares about us. 
For Arturo, feelings of not belonging are primarily associated with his experiences in the 
classroom. He said he would be afraid to share in classes for fear that  
. . . if I say something wrong, I'm going to feel bad about it, and people are going to 
question like, how are you here? Like, how did you get here? 
He recalled an incident during his first semester. After meeting some new people, he 
discovered that one had a roommate who was in one of Arturo’s classes, a class in which Arturo 
had recently earned the highest grade on an essay. Arturo described the roommate as someone 
who came from “significant parental wealth,” and whose parents held powerful, influential 
positions. The person he had just met commented that he had heard about Arturo’s grade. Arturo 
was confused, wondering how he knew. The person said his roommate had said something to the 
effect of “dude, like how did that freshman get the highest grade, like he's like new or whatever.” 
Arturo felt uncomfortable that his success had been “questioned,” that someone would perhaps 
express surprise that he had done well in class. Even though it was described as surprised based 
on his class standing, Arturo felt there was more to the surprise, likely based on his ethnicity and 
socio-economic status.  
And for some reason, when he told me that I just thought to myself, is that everything he 
said, what else did he say? What did he say that you excluded from the conversation? The 
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guy was Latino, but he also came from money so I was like he might have excluded 
something, there was something that he was hiding. I definitely have a predominantly, 
first-gen friend group, but in that group, it definitely feels unique to be the only first-gen 
person in a group. It's like a pro and con like you're resilient, you're doing this, but the 
cons are like, why aren’t there more first-gen people here in the first place? That means 
the last generation didn't go to college. And then you meet people and they're like, “Oh, 
your first-gen, shoot like me too!” 
Arturo’s relief to find people “like him” was shared by others as well, that sense of safety 
in numbers and solidarity. Arturo shared that concerns about other people’s perceptions of his 
rightful place on his campus were heightened during the 2019 admissions scandal that had been 
splashed across the news. Dubbed Operation Varsity Blues, the scandal involved large numbers 
of wealthy individuals, including celebrities, who took elaborate measures, including falsifying 
documents and paying bribes, to ensure their children gained admission to elite colleges 
(Medina, Benner & Taylor, 2019). Arturo said it produced a lot of “self-reflection” and made 
him wonder exactly “who's sitting next to me in class, who is that, how did they get in here?” 
And then being concerned that others were taking a closer look at him and wondering the same 
thing.  
Amy also shared her feelings of uneasiness and insecurity in college. She said that while 
there was ethnic diversity on her campus, not all students of color are low-income, and not all 
students participate in ethnic-based organizations as she does, making it difficult to find people 
like her. What she and her friends noticed was that there were many students that were not like 
them. There were a lot of students who came from “financially stable backgrounds” and many 
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whose families “already went to college and knew the system or knew how to work the campus, 
or family that could do more things that our families could just because they had prior 
knowledge or prior expectations set.” 
Academically, she felt that like her, other “minority” students did not ask for help: 
And it's just the stigma because we think that if we ask for help people are just going to 
look at us like “they don't really need it”, or “they're asking for too much” for whatever 
other reason. Yeah, so sometimes it's a fear factor as well. We're a real minority on 
campus, we don't want to push it, and we don't want to feel like we don't even belong 
here because we don't know anything. 
Like other participants, JD said that at the start of his college career, he definitely did not 
feel he belonged. He could not relate to his professors or many of his classmates. And despite the 
fact that he was involved in a program with other students of color, they shared those feelings as 
well, so even if they had one another, “it didn't help that, like, all of us were feeling the same 
way.” 
JD recounted an incident that occurred one of the first days in his “very hands-on” 
computer science class. As the class was about to start on a project, JD realized he didn’t 
understand anything the professor had said and “just felt so lost.” Despite “feeling scared,” he 
turned to the student next to him, admitted that he did not know anything the professor had said 
and asked if the student could help him. The student’s response was rude and dismissive and JD 
felt that the message was “You're dumb, she just explained it.” JD was hurt and angry. But he 
said that he believes he needed that “wake up call.” 
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Because of the lack of diversity at his school, he found it difficult to find people like him 
and those he could relate to. He felt he was “not in his element” and had little prior knowledge of 
the subject matter he was studying. The incident “was kind of like that push to, like want to be 
better than those who feel they're entitled to this knowledge are entitled to be here.” It was his 
“push” to address what he considered others’ unfair beliefs that they “had a hold” of something 
that they were unwilling to share or encourage others to seek. So he decided that he would take it 
upon himself to “flip the script” and try to do as much for himself to “bring myself up,” at the 
same time encouraging others like himself “who also are coming into class and feeling like 
‘dang, I don't know anything at all.’” As he said,  
. . . And I think, at a certain point, I felt like it was, not my job, but I think it would help if 
people could see, that by me doing my best work and like also become, like a little bit of 
a role model in a sense, they could see themselves in me, and feel like if this person can 
do it, then like I think maybe that there is definitely a place for me here. And a lot of 
people on campus also have this kind of idea that we need to really elevate ourselves up 
within this campus and not let, you know these other people, like they can just write us 
off constantly. Because that's constantly been the narrative, that people have been writing 
our stories and our like backgrounds but we should take it in our own hands to do that for 
ourselves and also encourage people while we're at it. 
JD also described what he called a very polarizing incident, saying that due to the small 
size of his campus, “the littlest thing that can happen will affect this campus, really, really hard.” 
When Donald Trump was elected President in 2016, several emails were sent from professors 
excusing students of color from class if they felt uncomfortable. He described the result as “such 
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a weird thing.” He said students of color were “kind of held back, like we kind of, you know, 
went into our holes.” The opposite happened for Trump supporters, those with a “discriminator 
kind of perspective.” They came out instead of hiding and were openly hostile. This lasted a long 
time. For JD, the message was apparent, students of color needed to stick together and create 
safe spaces for one another on their campus. He and others were frustrated and disillusioned. 
They felt that they did not have a choice; in order to attend class and pursue an education, they 
had to live with and interact with people who did not want them there. At the same time, JD 
wanted to feel safe and like he belonged on the campus. He recalled the time as being very 
emotional, with “so many people breaking down crying and just feeling like they needed to go 
home” and feeling like they might not be able to finish their first year of college.  
The issue of belonging was one that was not expected to appear to the extent that it did. It 
does make sense given that students generally did not know what to expect in college, therefore 
could not have accurately predicted their level of comfort. As Soria and Stebleton (2012), 
pointed out, feeling part of a campus community has greater implications beyond merely levels 
of engagement, as there is a positive correlation between sense of belonging, persistence and 
eventual graduation. The campus climate in general, unintended messaging by faculty and 
administrators, and overtly hostile and unwelcoming interactions with other students can 
contribute to feelings of alienation and isolation. While feelings of not belonging may be the 
result of particular situations, they can also be exacerbated by imposter syndrome, which, 
according to Whitehead and Wright (2017), was characterized by feelings of unworthiness, 
common for FGS.  Several participants expressed that they did not feel smart enough to be on 
their college campuses, and generally inadequate compared to their wealthier peers. Despite the 
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negativity associated with these feelings, in some cases, this was the catalyst for working hard to 
prove themselves, finding allies, and encouraging others to do the same in order to claim their 
rightful place on their campuses.  Lastly, the fear of “saying something wrong,” was shared. 
According to Lowery-Hart and Pacheco, (2011) this is also consistent with the FGS experience, 
as students grapple with being silent versus being vulnerable to judgement by asking questions 
and expressing their concerns about their college experiences. It is also particularly problematic 
as FGS are often less academically prepared for college and experience greater confusion 
regarding course expectations, and yet are less likely to seek the help of professors (Soria & 
Stebleton, 2012). 
Theme 3: Failure is a Privilege  
Academically it was always just like, there's no failing. That's it. You're just gonna do it. It 
doesn't matter how hard it gets, you're gonna do it.–Scott 
 
The pressure to succeed at all costs was expressed by all participants in one form or 
another. Sometimes this goal was self-imposed; in most cases, it was rooted in the desire to live 
up to family expectations, make parents proud, achieve success, or simply to avoid failure.  
Participants spoke of doing whatever it took to get through. They described maintaining 
strength for others, suppressing emotion, and needing to ensure that they graduated on time. The 
ability to persevere, to remain undaunted even in the most stressful circumstances, was one of 
the most powerful themes that emerged from the interview data.   
Scott shared that there was nothing that could prevent him from completing his school 
work. He described late-night fights with his girlfriend, which would result in him not beginning 
his studying until after midnight some nights. His reaction would be, “Okay, we're cool, alright, 
now I'm gonna spend the next five hours studying.” He said he never let emotions stop him: 
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I'm gonna continue, I'm just gonna do it. I think mainly what drove me is this is what I 
wanted. I'm not gonna waste it. Yes, being in relationships, having friends, dealing with 
that emotional stuff, that's part of being human. But at the same time, I didn't work hard 
just so something else could ruin it. So I worked, it just became natural for me to separate 
the two. Even now, it doesn't matter how much I'm pissed off at my senior design 
partners and team members. I'm gonna get my stuff done. And if I have to, I'll push the 
whole project by myself, I don't care. It's gonna get done. I guess there is something I 
didn't realize until recently, I just gained in college, like what needs to be done I'm gonna 
do it. No matter what, it doesn't matter what outside forces are gonna affect it. 
Scott’s desire to prevent his emotions from interfering with his studies was tested when 
his father became very ill and required heart surgery. He expressed that he had not realized the 
extent to which that period in his life had affected him until talking about it in his interviews.      
He shared that the situation with his father had bothered him, that “it really shook” him: 
Looking back, I couldn't tell at the time why it was bothering me. But now I know it was 
because it was the only emotional thing that was affecting my academics, and I didn’t 
like it.  
He said he attempted to ignore what was going on at home, but that produced guilt. He 
did not ask much about his father’s condition, and his family intentionally shared little. He was 
taking what he described as one of his most challenging courses at the time. Therefore, he “tried 
to ignore it because it was like, I don't want to ask, too much is at stake right now, this is like one 
of my hardest classes like I need to focus. But I couldn't because I was worried.” He said he was 
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affected to the point where he did not study and forgot to turn in assignments, academic 
behaviors truly inconsistent with his typical patterns.  
He also described the pressure he has felt to graduate in a timely manner and to “hurry up 
and get money” in order to take care of his parents. He feels that “the whole family is looking 
towards me, and I'm just like, I'm just trying to do what I wanted to do.” This is especially 
troubling since he wants to pursue a Ph.D.  He feels they “expect me to be successful already 
because they're counting on me to produce. So it's like, sorry, your investment is going to take a 
lot longer.”  
Graduating on time was also an issue raised by Stärke. Only a sophomore, they expressed 
concern that falling behind would have serious negative effects. They stated that despite the fact 
that they are struggling, they cannot afford to fall behind, that there was an urgency to “get 
through these classes, I have to pass them, I have to make sure that I graduate on time.” They 
expressed a similar conflict as Scott, how “it’s just kind of crazy,” that they have to “deal with 
my emotional and my academic at the same time.” They lamented that there is not the luxury to  
. . . just stop so I can deal with my emotional, and then continue. I mean, I could if I 
wanted to, but it would mean more time here and more than likely that means more 
money and I have to make sure, ultimately, that my decisions are as economically 
feasible as possible.  
Stärke acknowledged that being a first-generation college student played a role in the 
stress of figuring out what it takes to graduate on time. They said, that likely similar to many 
other FGS students, “it was kind of like figuring things out on my own”:  
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I didn't have anybody I could be like hey, “how did you do this?” ‘Cuz nobody in my 
family has done it, and that's crazy. Yeah, it was just a matter of like having to have that 
initiative to do things for myself and to seek out the right people because otherwise, it's 
not going to get done. And I can't afford to not get things done. I literally can't afford it.  
Lastly, and also related to the first-generation experience, is the belief that one’s success 
is also one’s family's success, adding to the pressure to succeed. Stärke said that they 
acknowledged that attaining a college degree “[was] primarily for myself and that everything I 
do in life should primarily be for myself, but I know 100% that she [her mother] lives through 
me.” 
Also feeling the need to represent one’s family in higher education, Amy shared the “big 
responsibility” she feels to succeed because many of her cousins have not attended college, or 
began but did not persist. In addition, she feels that many in her community do not pursue higher 
education, and for those who do, they may not attend universities or venture far from home. 
Therefore, her accomplishments are “a big deal” and as the first to “test the waters,” all of her 
extended family members look to her for college preparation and application advice. As a result, 
she feels a great deal of responsibility, “because whatever I do is reflected,” and they “take that, 
and then they try to use that so they can get somewhere too.”   
Making families proud was a common motivation for participants. Ann shared that 
sentiment, in particular, wishing to make her mother proud of her. It was important to Ann that 
her mother knew that her children were being successful. In addition, it was important “to set the 
perfect example for my siblings”: 
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I think, in a sense, I did want to prove to myself that I could do it and that it was possible, 
that I could break the cycle I could go to college and I could go to a great college, and I 
could go to grad school, and be what my parents weren't. Because you know I had 
watched them for many years struggle financially and I watched them speak their regrets. 
So a lot of it was proving to myself that I could be what I wanted. And that I can be the 
best that I could possibly be. But it was more so, just trying to set a good example for my 
siblings, and to make my parents proud.  
Equally adamant about persisting and making his mother proud, JD described how 
challenging his first year was. He became quite ill and was incapacitated for a fair amount of 
time. He described not feeling well and how difficult a time he was having, so much so, that he 
did not know how we would get through it. He admitted that he doesn’t really know how he 
“gets through most things”:  
I don't know what happens. But, you know, I think in those moments, I really have to 
convince myself that it's worth it in the end, like, it'll be worth it. I don't know, I can't say 
one thing for sure where I was like, I feel broken. But I’ve definitely been pushed to 
extremes where it's just like, this has to be worth it, I need to see this through to the end. 
For these participants the pressure to do well, make others proud or serve as role models, 
and the urgency they felt to graduate, was consistently expressed. Aspirational capital may be a 
contributing factor––everyone believes you “can do it,” so you must. Perhaps imposter syndrome 
is at play as students strive to prove to others that they are capable of earning degrees. Or even 
some degree of survival guilt, “worrying about being in a better position than others and the 
negative effects these feelings may have on all aspects of well-being” (Tate et al., 2013, p. 81), 
127 
 
may be present if students feel the burden of having made it out of their communities or 
circumstances while others have not. The need to do well for others may therefore exist. What is 
true for FGS is that family expectations, societal views, and the real constraints of limited 
financial resources, make failure a luxury and privilege.      
Theme 4: Mental Health 
I feel like mental health is not really talked about while you're applying to college. It's 
mentioned maybe once or twice.––Amy 
 
The topic of mental health came up in a number of ways. One participant had a history of 
depression and described how that affected college life, others mentioned the stress associated 
with having to manage academics and emotions, others touched on the difficulty of sharing 
feelings with parents and other family members, and lastly, the surprise that mental health would 
even be an issue in college arose.  
Amy felt that the topic of mental health, in general, does not seem to be common, and in 
particular, “I don't feel like that's talked a lot about in my community about how college actually 
is, and how it's hard.” Arturo echoed that sentiment, saying, “I feel like not even in my 
household, but in my community, mental health is just like, you don't talk about it like, it's just a 
stigma.”  
The acknowledgment and understanding of issues related to mental health were absent 
when Amy was in high school, which made that a tough time for her. Her parents did not 
understand her need to stay up late to get her school work done, which resulted in arguments. 
And because she was active in school, which contributed to her being a competitive college 
applicant, she typically arrived home late,  
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. . . so I had to do my work and I would have to stay up late.  But my mom is very 
adamant about her health, and how we have to get a certain amount of hours of sleep for 
health reasons, but then I couldn't get my work done, which was so stressful.  
Amy expressed how difficult it is to manage the real, adult responsibilities of being a 
college student, saying that it was hard “to make sure you're getting yourself up, to go study or to 
go to your classes,” coupled with the responsibilities of living on her own “where I'm in my own 
apartment and I have to remember to cook myself, buy groceries and do other little 
responsibilities that you wouldn't think of.” She said that when talking with peers, they often 
reflect on how as high school students, they never would have imagined college life being so all-
consuming and stressful:  
If someone had told us we weren't going to see our mom for like a month, we would look 
at them like there's no way I'm not going to see my mom for a month. But we're out here 
doing midterms, we can't really go home because, me personally, when I go home I don't 
get any work done, because I have to deal with family issues and family responsibilities. I 
try to go home as much as I can, but I also try to stay away from home because I won't 
get anything done. I can't study for my midterms at home. They [parents] understand 
education is important but at the same time they don't understand how much of a 
workload it actually is and it’s not really something I can talk to them about.  
Amy was taken aback by her lack of emotional preparedness for college. She had no idea 
what to expect because, in the past, she had not allowed her emotions to play a role in academics. 
She could do well in class and get everything accomplished, she was not concerned because,  
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if something brought me down, I just got back up. But in college, that emotional aspect is 
real. You feel depressed, you feel like you're not doing enough like you're just out here 
walking around on campus filling up an empty seat that could go to somebody else. And 
that was hard for me. 
As someone not accustomed to showing emotions, the emotional toll of college—and her 
inability to hide it—was, for Amy, one of the biggest surprises about college life:  
That was a big surprise because I feel like mental health is not really talked about while 
you're applying to college. It's mentioned a couple of times like some students find it 
hard, they get anxiety, they get shipped out, they get depressed, but it's not a 
conversation, it's more like this happens, this happens, and this happens. Whereas, once it 
started becoming a conversation with people going through it, that's when I understood 
this is normal, but it can be helped as well. People are, it's okay to feel down because you 
can get yourself out of it. I guess that's the biggest thing that surprised me because as a 
person that doesn't show emotion, I thought I could just go stone face throughout the 
whole thing, just be my extroverted, funny self but that was not the case, many points 
throughout my first year. 
JD also expressed the difficulty of discussing mental health issues with family or close 
friends, because  
. . . some people just don't know what to do with that. And it's not until college that you 
have that choice of being able to go to, you know, the campus like psychiatrists or like 
someone to talk to, to really get some help with some of the emotions that you're feeling 
and how to like proceed from there.  
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He believes that many students have had “these feelings” for a long time but lack the tools to 
cope with them and then, “because you get into college and things are so stressful, so many 
things are coming at you, like, you know, fight or flight.” Sharing feelings with parents can be 
difficult if they do not understand the complexities of college life; they may brush off a student’s 
feelings of stress or anxiety because compared to the parent’s experiences, their children are 
living somewhat privileged lives. Sharing can also be problematic if students are concerned 
about their parents worrying too much. In either case, silence is often the result.   
JD shared that he wished he had had more information about college demographics and 
how that may affect students and their ability to find people like themselves in college.  
Also how to take care of yourself, your own mental health because that's very important 
and you're going to be away from home, all of these things. You don't realize you really 
need it until it happens, and when it does happen, it's very hard for people to cope. I know 
people who decided to try to suffer these feelings and not face them, and instead use 
substances or other bad habits that are not good mentally and physically. And it sucks 
because it's not even their fault, it's just because they have never been educated about 
how to cope with a lot of things that they're going through. 
It's not just students, it's also a lot of minority groups, we weren't taught how to 
have conversations about, even in my home, how I'm feeling. I don't know how to go to 
my mom when I'm really feeling bad and tell her I'm feeling terrible, because I know 
she's going to say, why do you feel terrible, there's no way. I know all parents come from 
a good place and want to help their kid, but they don't know either, they were raised with 
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the same standards like you can't be sad, there's no such thing, you have a good life, 
brush it off. 
JD’s concern about not only his own, but the mental health of others around him is 
consistent with some of his other comments about wanting to take care of others, and serving as 
a role model to show that overcoming barriers in college is possible.  
Arturo shared a similar description of the delicacy of sharing mental health concerns with 
parents. He described many parents as “not indifferent” to their children’s feelings, but instead 
“rather oblivious.”  
It's like for a lot of, you know immigrant, low-income communities, it's just like we don't 
have time for that, we just gotta strap up and go to work. We don't have time to have 
anxiety, be depressed, whatever. We don't have time for that. But when you're in a place 
like an institution where you're not used to being, that's when it starts being difficult.  
Arturo’s mention of immigrant families is significant as all participants were either the 
children of or in Ann’s case, the grandchild of immigrants. He said that just as students need 
more information about the realities of college life, parents require that information as well to 
understand their children’s problems. And students must learn to communicate openly with their 
parents at an early age so when issues arise, trusting communication has been established and 
parents understand that if students are sharing their feelings of anxiety, it is because it is real and 
something they are seeking compassion and help with. He often keeps his concerns to himself for 
fear of a “dismissive response” and, while he is able to care for himself, he still needs his parents 
and will reach out when necessary, and hope for the understanding he seeks.   
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Finally, both Stärke and Scott recounted the stress they experienced attempting to keep 
their emotions separate from their academics, Scott saying that he had to “keep them from 
colliding.” That constant struggle to control what often cannot be controlled can be anxiety-
producing.  
One of the unexpected themes was that of mental health. The connection can be made 
between unclear expectations, lack of belongingness, the stress associated with trying to adjust 
and succeed, and perhaps unchecked feelings that students took with them to college. As 
mentioned in the previous summaries, lack of academic preparation, changes in family 
relationships, imposter syndrome, and the need to compartmentalize emotions in order to 
concentrate on academics, can contribute to the mental health of students.   
Theme 5: The Impact of Upward Bound 
I think the better question would be what wouldn't be tied in terms of Upward Bound? 
––Arturo 
 
This theme is a collection of comments that serve to answer the second research question 
concerning the perceived impact of Upward Bound on participants’ college experiences. 
Comments were both direct responses to the question in the final interview asking what 
relationships participants saw between their Upward Bound and college experiences, as well as 
references about the Program provided throughout the three interviews. The first indicator of the 
Program’s impact was revealed as participants explained their reasons for volunteering for this 
research project. Wanting to “give back” by sharing their stories with those who would follow 
them was the most common theme. Descriptions of lessons learned from the Program, 
connections made with others, and lingering advice were also consistent.  
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Giving Back  
Overwhelmingly, participants stated that they volunteered for this research project as a 
way of giving back to Upward Bound. Joann said when she read the solicitation email she “got 
just happy” and felt that so much had been done for her “that I can never repay.” Similarly, 
Marty saw the research as a way to give back to a program for which he had great affinity and 
connection.  
Ann also spoke of making a contribution to something she believed would benefit the 
“future and future generations.” She wanted her story to be told because “this is a success story; 
this is someone who went through it all and managed to make it out alive.” Her story is also “a 
caution” for students to take “her history and learn from it:” to learn what to watch out for, to 
learn how to manage their finances, to learn to concentrate on their studies.  
Scott’s primary reason for participating was also to give back “because the Program has 
given me a lot.” Assisting “in any way possible” is something he is committed to do because of 
impact those actions by other alums had on him, so “passing it forward” was his goal. Also as a 
senior, he felt that it was time to not only “learn from others, but to help others learn.”   
For Ann, “giving back” meant “spreading the word about the Program” in order for 
others to “understand that people have unique situations, and even though we're all under the 
umbrella of low- income, first-generation students, our journeys are similar, but they're not the 
same.” It was important for Amy to provide insight into her own journey and perspective, in the 
hope that others can relate to and learn from it, and learn about the role that Upward Bound has 
had in her journey.  
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Arturo admitted that “seeing myself” in the final product and how his experiences 
compared to others, was something he was looking forward to. But “giving back in any way” 
was also a big motivator, and now he understands how “reflecting on stuff is just good.”  
JD also wished to give back and help Upward Bound become better known. When 
reading the email solicitation, he was excited about the project. Knowing there was little 
previous research on Upward Bound, and being a participant himself, “I think contributing to 
making that kind of footprint in academia is really big, so I definitely wanted to help in any way 
possible, because I know how much this program means to me and how much it impacted my 
own life and others.” He feels it is rare for others to know about Upward Bound, other than 
perhaps the name. They don’t know the details and “all that it entails,” so it was important for 
him to “educate them” on the Program; helping to do so “would be good enough for me.”    
Lastly, Stärke was a bit embarrassed to “say this out loud because I feel like it might 
come off selfish,” but they generally like to talk about themselves. It is helpful in understanding 
how they think, and how and why they do the things they do. 
But also, just in general, I'm not wealthy. I don't know how to give back to my 
community, but that's always been instilled, like give back to the community, and if this 
research is going to help future students, yeah, then what do I have to lose? 
College Motivation and Readiness 
While having an interest in attending college is typically a requirement for admission into 
any Upward Bound project, several participants mentioned that it was not until their Upward 
Bound participation that they truly saw higher education as an option.   
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Joann shared in her first interview that she didn’t see herself going to college because no 
one in her family had. Further, her sister had dropped out of high school and, she said, her 
parents did not seem very bothered by it. Joann did not really see higher education in her future, 
“but then, like, I ended up going to Upward Bound and [the program] started pushing me to do 
better and better myself and that’s when I started trying harder.” Even then, she was concerned 
about her ability to attend due to her family’s low-income status and general lack of information 
regarding the application process:  
And that's where WJU came in, talking about scholarships and like schools that are right 
for us. Just like pointing us to a direction where we belong.  And through WJU that's how 
I made it, how I've made it now. 
In middle school, Ann’s focus was “on socializing;” thoughts of college were not part of 
her life. Until Upward Bound, she had not thought seriously about college, nor had she had many 
conversations about it with her parents, especially her father.    
Scott also said that he did not always think about college because “it seemed like it was 
just like high school and a high school diploma was just as good” But being in Upward Bound 
changed that by teaching him about the application process and what a college education means:   
. . . basically you are entering this phase in adulthood, where you're with people like you 
and you're being taught things that you're actually interested in . . . and I thought, maybe 
college is something I can actually do.   
For the majority of the participants, a significant aspect of college admissions and 
enrollment—the decision-making process—was done with close guidance by their UB Associate 
Director. They described the probing and challenging questions they were asked to help them 
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choose from among their options and scrutinizing each financial aid award letter to ensure that 
they could make informed decisions based on the actual cost of each college.   
Marty said that his parents had little to do with his college application process. “They 
didn't really ask, they're just like, oh, you're going to go to college next year, right?” He said that 
he had planned to apply, to which they replied: “okay, just like get it done.” While not 
surprising, this did cause some anxiety for Marty, knowing that the expectation, but not the 
assistance, was there. Once again, the assistance that he received from Upward Bound made all 
the difference, particularly as he faced making his final decision. He did not think “his dream 
school” was an option, based on the cost, and simply “rejected the idea” until sitting with the 
Associate Director:  
We were getting our finances down and he was comparing [schools] and I told him, man 
it's gonna be way too expensive, like look at this. And we start to do the math, and as it 
came out, actually [university] was giving me the most money, so it was actually my 
cheapest option. Then he was really eyeballing me, like go to [his university], it will be a 
good challenge for you. I started to think about it more and like, at least there is going to 
be important, powerful people with connections with people around the world. Even if it 
doesn't work out, I'm going to meet people that can help me in the long run more to 
network, because I feel college is more than just a good career and should be about your 
networking as well. So, it was definitely a tough choice to make, but reflecting on it now, 
it's like okay, it was the right one. 
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Connections 
Participants often spoke with affection and gratitude toward their Upward Bound staff 
members, other participants, and most notably the members of their “cohorts”, those students 
with whom they attended and graduated from the Program. 
Scott recalled with fondness his connections to UB staff, who were also first-generation 
college graduates, saying “really going back to my childhood, I didn't have anyone to really be 
education role models, to show me I can do this.” Prior to joining Upward Bound, he said he 
really didn’t have many friends, but entering into the Program, he and the other new students 
were a bunch of freshmen, “all puppy-eyed,” and they helped one another get adjusted. He 
described them as “being forced” to be together, doing activities as a cohort, which he described 
as a positive thing, “like the Breakfast Club,” because they had no choice but “to talk to each 
other, and that really helped us make that special bond.” Living in the residence halls and taking 
courses helped strengthen that bond, a bond that was also created because students were “in a 
setting where we had the same goal, we all want to go to college, and that was something we can 
all vibe with.” Eventually, students noticed not only what they had in common, but “that we 
actually like each other.” That created what Scott described as truly special relationships that 
have remained beyond high school.  
JD also had vivid memories of his time with Upward Bound and his connections with 
other students. He said he remembers well his first summer experience and “really understanding 
what it meant to be part of, like, that type of community.” He described students as “I didn't feel 
like I was like really pristine; like we're all smart.” He felt he was in an environment “on a whole 
138 
 
different level,” with others like him who wanted to “push the envelope and make their parents 
proud:”  
I definitely cultivated a community for myself, for everyone else it was a very similar 
thing, we’re supporting each other to go to college, also helping each other figure out 
what we would want to do. I just remember like I don't know, like, it felt like a family, 
you literally felt like a family, home away from home. Just going through the same thing 
together and seeing that kind of process. Every day was definitely meaningful. I just can't 
ever forget people I got to know and I saw grow up and really achieve some great things. 
And I just can never forget that experience and what it meant to me. 
His closest friends are still those from the Program, and others who he wasn’t as close 
with, he stays connected to through social media. He enjoys seeing “them do their own thing” 
and working hard, and even for those who may be struggling, he checks in on them.  He believes 
it is those moments that define what Upward Bound is. 
Impact on College Experience 
When asked if they believed there was any connection between their Upward Bound 
participation and their college experience, Arturo commented that essentially, it had everything 
to do with it: 
I don't know, how do I put it into words, I don't know how my experience would have 
been. The first day walking into the dorm, not knowing, none of us knowing anything. At 
the end of the day, we're all learning as we go, but it's kind of like Upward Bound year-
round and summer, it's kind of like, I wouldn't say practice for college, but the way that I 
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see it and the way I saw it when I was a student, it's like prep, like walk-throughs with 
you guys showing us this is what you're going to do when you’re in college. 
He admitted that he did not think that anyone is truly ready to “just hop into college.” 
Although as first year students “you’re annoying and you have a lot of growing to do” so you 
might think you are ready. But one important aspect of being successful in college is thinking 
about what you do in college and why you are there. In that respect, he felt that Upward Bound 
had prepared him well. Like others, he also felt that the residential component of the Program 
was especially helpful in making the transition to living on campus, being away from home, 
learning to be social, and balancing free time with academics.  
Like Arturo, JD “adapted pretty well to the college lifestyle.” He felt he had definite 
ideas about what he wanted to do, whereas many of the other first year students at his college 
“didn't really have that.” He did not have what he considered a “clear path,” but had already 
“built something up in my head and I already kind of set myself out to do that.” He encountered 
students who seemed “amazed” at the vast opportunities available to them in college. It was 
difficult for them to explore everything and make decisions about activities and majors, etc.  
One advantage that he identified was something that we together defined as “college fit.” 
He credited “the whole college application process,” with a particular appreciation for college 
visits, with positioning him to have a great college experience. He said that for him, as with most 
other UB participants, his mother did not have the time, or the knowledge to take him on college 
tours and help him make sense of what he was seeing, hearing, and feeling on those visits. 
Applying to college without knowing anything about “the environments and lifestyles” is 
something he considered very difficult for students like himself.  He recalled in great detail the 
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process of choosing colleges and the questions he was asked regarding research, hands-on 
experiences, size, and environment, in order to find the best match for his interests. Through this 
screening process, he felt that there were many “options that were closed,” but in choosing 
carefully, he “saved a lot of time for myself and got exactly what I wanted” which has enabled 
him “to focus a lot of my time on the things that I like genuinely wanted to build myself up in.”  
Marty believed he possessed discipline coming into the Program, “but definitely Upward 
Bound gave a different type of discipline, I say in a good way.” He cited the mandatory summer 
study hours that helped teach him to focus and to be more present. He also credited Upward 
Bound with helping him in “valuing education” and to value the process, and appreciating the 
understanding that “whatever it is I needed to do, I need to get done.” This ensured that he 
moved beyond merely “survival mode” in college, instead, he had a “goals oriented mindset 
from Upward Bound:” 
Because everybody from my Upward Bound is on the same mindset that we all share. 
And we said like hey when you go to college you still gotta do what you need to do. So I 
would say, it gave me a little bit of hustle, a little bit of an appreciation and gratitude 
towards like the people that are like me.  
For Joann and Ann, the memory of advice provided to them by their UB Associate 
Director continued to aid them in college. Joann spoke of the confidence she derived 
remembering the words of encouragement she had heard throughout high school and still into 
college. When feeling doubtful about her academic preparation or stress associated with 
balancing and managing all aspects of her personal and academic life, she has relied on sage 
advice. In particular, the reminders that she “is stronger than she realizes, should not doubt 
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herself, and is capable of achieving great things,” and should always “sit in the T-zone” continue 
to guide and comfort her. She always sits in the first row as instructed, and is always prepared for 
class with her “sticky notes and different color highlighters.” She thinks that makes her stand 
out: “people just look at me, and I don’t think they are judging me, they are envious that they are 
not as determined as I am.”  
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CHAPTER 5 
DISCUSSION  
In the previous chapter, I presented data from the interviews I conducted with Upward 
Bound alumni. Participants described a variety of first-year college experiences, discussed their 
continuing education and reflected on the role of UB in their educational careers. Through my 
analysis, I identified five themes: expectations, belonging, the pressure to succeed, mental health, 
and the impact of the Upward Bound Program, which are described in depth using participant 
data in Chapter 4. 
Looking across these themes and considering the existing data on first generation college 
students, I have identified three points of discussion, which I will address in this chapter.  First, 
as evident in literature and my research, FGS bring a variety of capital to their college 
experiences. Second, Upward Bound leverages and builds capital. Third, students have unmet 
needs that colleges and universities need to address.  
Following a discussion of these points, I will present recommendations. Finally, I 
conclude this chapter with a reflection and recommendation for including students’ voices in 
research.  
Cultural Capital and the First-Gen Experience 
Participants bring a wealth of unnamed and likely unacknowledged capital to their 
Upward Bound experiences. The mere act of seeking, along with their families, pre-college 
services to assist them in their quest for higher education is indicative of the aspirational capital 
they possess. Described by Yosso (2005) as the hope and expectation that students will succeed 
despite existing barriers, aspirational capital provides the foundation for many FGS experiences. 
143 
 
However, this may present a double-edged sword. It empowers students but may also set them 
up for goals that might be difficult to attain without the structural support to help them achieve. 
Questions remain about how to provide a realistic picture of the goal—what is the balance? The 
challenge is to be real and prepare students for what to expect. 
Examples of aspirational capital were present for all participants, in speaking of the 
expectations that their parents had for their education. This capital, while a beneficial source of 
encouragement, can also be a source of stress for students if they feel that they must succeed at 
any cost. There were numerous examples of this pressure given in the interviews, mostly notably 
by Scott, who spoke of having no choice but to succeed. Participants had a clear understanding 
of the consequences of not moving through their coursework on schedule and spoke of the actual 
financial cost of not graduating on time, in addition to the emotional toll. They understood that 
they sometimes had to work harder than others because of their lack of comparable academic 
preparation, yet believed that they could, would, and had to succeed.  
As Upward Bound students generally live in low-income communities and attend low-
performing and under-resourced schools, they possess resistance capital. In high school they 
often have to make do without all the resources necessary for effective learning, to adjust to 
changes in staff and policies, figure things out on their own, and advocate for themselves. JD, for 
example, recounted a day when his Advanced Placement course was divided into two groups 
without previous notice. One group was taught by an experienced instructor, the other, by 
someone new, with no AP instructional experience. Students were baffled and upset by the 
change, but made it work. They had no choice. This ability to pivot and adapt is a quality often 
referred to as resilience, but in this case is viewed as resistance capital. JD also shared that there 
144 
 
were times when he had to “put myself in classes that I knew I needed for college” and wondered 
what it would be like to have “actual counselors helping.” This self-advocacy is a form resistance 
capital beneficial for success in college. The ability to do things for one’s self and challenge 
inequities is a skill that FGS students can find useful in college when they are faced with 
systemic bureaucracies.   
Familial capital appeared in the form of support for students from persons beyond their 
immediate families. In many cases, participants were the bright examples for their cousins, their 
parents’ friends, and other people in their communities. Joann spoke of her neighborhood and 
how everyone played together as one large family. She mentioned her landlord, who had known 
her since she was a toddler and who expressed how proud of was of her success in education. JD 
talked about his mother’s co-workers offering suggestions for where he might apply to college, 
despite the fact that they had little knowledge of the process.  
Theoretical Implications 
Yosso’s (2005) Community Cultural Wealth challenges the deficit characterization of 
historically marginalized populations and what they lack, and instead aims to emphasize the 
wealth of strengths that are present. This study serves as an example as a rebuttal of the 
traditional view of social and cultural capital. Participants demonstrated the forms of capital they 
took to their Upward Bound and college experiences and proved that there was nothing lacking 
for them, their strengths just look different from the typical narratives.  
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Upward Bound: Leveraging and Building Capital 
In addition to the capital that Program participants bring, there are several forms of 
capital gained from their UB experience. In fact, Upward Bound serves as a multiplier of capital 
and a vehicle to uncover the latent capital that already exists within each participant.  
Aspirational Capital 
Students arrive with aspirational capital, generally from their parents, but they receive it 
from the Program as well. The difference may be that UB actually acknowledges the barriers that 
students face, but does its best to encourage students to believe that they are capable of 
overcoming those obstacles. Families, while supportive, often lack an understanding of what is 
required to be admitted to college and do well. And when students attend poorly performing 
schools, which is typically the case for UB participants, greater aspiration is needed (Dyce et al., 
2013). In addition, the ability to picture what college looks and feels like is achieved through 
being on a college campus and taking college tours with UB. Participants spoke of their movie-
like visions of college, which were eventually replaced with more realistic expectations based on 
their UB experiences.  
Social Capital 
Traditional forms of social capital are generally not associated with FGS who are also 
low-income. The knowledge and experiences traditionally passed down from families, typically 
middle and upper-class families, are not available to these students. However, as a result of the 
experiences and knowledge gained from the Program, they are able to enter college with their 
own form of social capital, capital that may not be valued in the same way traditional capital is 
(Bourdieu & Passeron, 1990). This is created via the college knowledge provided, such as time 
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management and study skills, and most importantly the assistance in the college research, 
application and selection process. Several participants recounted how their UB Associate 
Director walked them through each step of this process. This social capital, described by Soria 
and Stebleton (2012), as privileged knowledge and information attained through social networks, 
is an important resource that enables participants to venture into this critical step of their lives 
with the information and support to make informed decisions. It is also a result of the 
experiences UB participants had socializing with other students, working in study groups, living 
in residence halls, networking with professionals during Career Days and in their senior 
internships, and visiting college campuses. Arturo described his UB experience as a preview for 
college, where the UB staff was showing “how to do it.” UB participants are then able to provide 
this social capital to their family members. For Amy and Ann, the ability to be role models for 
younger siblings and family members and to guide others in ways that their parents could not 
was an important outcome of their participation in Upward Bound. 
Familial Capital 
For many participants UB provides familial capital that they do not get from their 
schools. In large schools, in particular those with students commuting via school or city buses 
from various parts of their cities, the ability to see other students as kin, is uncommon. UB 
projects like the two in this study, who refer to participants as siblings and generally attempt to 
create a family-like environment, provide participants with an extension of their communities 
and families. Scott mentioned not really having friends until Upward Bound; others shared 
stories of their sustained connection to the UB cohort members. This familial capital provided a 
sense of belonging and comfort as students felt they were surrounded by others who, because 
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they were like them, understood them and could support their goals. Participants spoke of the 
familial capital they sought in college and how they provided it for others. Familial capital is 
provided through staff interactions as well, particularly when staff members come from 
backgrounds similar to those of participants. JD mentioned how important it was to be taught and 
advised by people to whom he could relate.  
Navigational Capital 
Participating in a college preparatory program based on a university campus simulates a 
collegiate experience for participants, and in doing so previews for participants not only the 
activities involved, but college itself, a social institution not traditionally intended for 
underrepresented groups. According to Yosso (2005), the individual agency required to navigate 
these types of settings with confidence is an important source of inner strength that can help 
students thrive on a college campus. Simple experiences such as studying in the university 
library, taking courses in large lecture halls, swiping an ID card to access the gym or cafeteria, or 
even doing laundry in the residence hall provide participants opportunities to learn how interact 
differently in a college setting versus their communities or high schools, which provides them 
with the confidence to do those same activities on their eventual college campuses.  
Implications for Practice 
Upward Bound projects should develop ways to recognize participant strengths, continue 
to build on those strengths, provide opportunities for students to tell their stories, and share this 
data with others regardless of whether or not it is required. According to findings by Means and 
Pyne (2016) on the experience of former college-access students, these students could describe 
the types of social and cultural capital they gained from their participation; however, they were 
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unable to recognize that they had sources of capital already. Therefore, UB must do a better job 
of shifting students beyond a deficit view of their lives and assist them to recognize and 
capitalize on their assets.  
Implications for Higher Education 
Postsecondary institutions must ensure that UB projects have access to all campus 
facilities available to their college students. In many cases UB projects are relegated to off-site 
spaces that do not provide the same experiences that can produce navigational capital.  
Policy Implications 
In terms of policy, the U.S. Department of Education should consider what constitutes 
academic success, and move beyond mere retention and graduation rates and consider the quality 
of the experiences that UB participants are having in college. DOE should consider a variety of 
means for reporting project performance.  
First-Gen Students Have Unmet Needs 
Belonging 
One critical finding related to participants' social and academic experiences in college 
was that of belonging. With the exception of one participant, feelings of not being smart enough, 
not feeling like they belonged, and worse, feeling that others looked down upon them and 
questioned their place on campus was evident. Ann and Marty expressed their feelings of 
insecurity regarding their academic preparation. Ann expressly stated that there were places 
where she felt she did not belong, even though those spaces were clearly designed for students 
like her. This is consistent with findings by Cushman (2007) indicating that FGS experience 
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anxiety related to cultural differences, socioeconomic status, feelings of being out of place, and 
lack of academic preparation. 
JD and Stärke shared disturbing examples of feeling unsafe on their campuses related to 
being students of color. While unfortunate, these experiences presented opportunities for 
participants to draw on their inner resources, such as their aspirational, navigational, and familial 
capital to find ways to persevere. As sense of belonging is predictive of academic engagement 
for FGS (Soria & Stebleton, 2012), finding ways to have students feel that they belong on their 
college campuses is critical to their success.  
Imposter syndrome.  In some cases, feelings of belonging were influenced by 
participant imposter syndrome, in particular in the case of students who felt they simply were not 
smart enough, despite attending top-tier universities. According to Whitehead and Wright (2017) 
students experiencing imposter syndrome view themselves as “intellectual frauds who have 
attained success because they were at the right place at the right time—never because they were 
talented or intelligent or deserved their positions” (p. 641). These feelings are often the result of 
students internalizing the stereotypes that have been ascribed to them (Nuño-Pérez & Aviles, 
2019).  If students believe that others view them as not belonging, they may begin to believe it. 
Aside from the emotional strain this may cause, imposters may be less likely to speak up in class 
for fear of drawing attention to themselves. Ann, Marty, Arturo, and JD made references to not 
wanting to appear as if they did not know what they were doing. JD mentioned that other 
students feel entitled to answers, but if students like himself raise their hands there is the stigma 
that they don’t know, which confirms suspicions to begin with and reinforces the questions of 
“do I belong here.” 
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This reluctance to participate in class is consistent with what Soria and Stebleton (2012), 
termed the Assistance Versus Resistance tension in which FGS recognize the need to ask for 
assistance, yet are fearful that doing so would make them appear inadequate compared to other 
students. Given that FGS typically arrive at college less academically prepared, more likely to be 
enrolled in remedial courses, and have lower first-year GPAs than non-FGS (Gist-Mackey et al., 
2018; Longwell-Grice et al., 2016; Mangan, 2015; Pascarella et al., 2004; Tate et al., 2013; 
Vuong et al., 2010), this resistance to seek assistance is a dangerous practice which can 
negatively impact their academic achievement and persistence.   
Mental Health 
Partially as a result of not feeling that they belong in college, and also largely due to the 
pressure they feel to succeed, participants shared concerns regarding mental health. For example, 
Amy shared that she felt lost and stressed on her college campus and her thought was “I’m 
taking a spot that others could have had.” Her thinking indicates her inability to recognize that 
the “spot” she had was hers, rightfully earned and deserved.  
Participants spoke of the norms of silence in their homes and communities around mental 
health, which create conditions where the individuals who need assistance most often don’t seek 
it. And as the children of parents who have had fewer opportunities than them, they believed 
their families would be unable to understand feelings such as stress or alienation. Because their 
parents had experienced greater challenges, they were often dismissive of participants’ feelings, 
which contributed to the silence. Again, due to unfamiliarity with the college experience, JD for 
example, opted not to share many of his feelings with his mother, noting how difficult that was 
as an only child who is very close to his mother. While he acknowledged that his mother might 
151 
 
not understand “how he could feel terrible,” he was equally concerned that she might overreact. 
Again, cause to remain silent.    
The pressure to succeed is extreme. Participants are motivated to succeed, but more 
accurately, their goal is to avoid failure. Same destination, different journey. Their ability to 
persist is indicative of their resilience; however there is a realization that there is a cost involved 
that impacts their mental health. Joann noted that “all eyes are on me.” Stärke said repeatedly, “I 
am the one.” Stärke and Scott spoke about the need to compartmentalize the “emotional and the 
academic” in order to survive. Amy also shared that showing her emotions was not the norm for 
her. Having to maintain that same stance in college took its toll. 
One common theme related to mental health was the need for participants to find their 
people. To find people with whom they could feel safe and commiserate, to uplift and support. 
They created their own familial capital.  
Implications 
Postsecondary institutions must move beyond mere access to ensure that traditionally 
underrepresented students feel that they belong on their campuses, and have the appropriate 
faculty, staff, and services to address their particular needs in socially and culturally responsive 
ways. Attracting and retaining FGS should be important. According to Crow (2019), these 
students not only bring capital to their college experiences, but postsecondary institutions have 
much to gain from their presence on campus. They provide powerful and enriching perspectives 
and viewpoints, and can help institutions learn how to connect to local communities and respond 
to their needs.  
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Greater care must be taken to equip UB participants with tools to tap into their feelings 
and seek help when necessary. Counseling services on college campuses must be sensitive to the 
needs of culturally and socioeconomically diverse student populations and be proactive in their 
approach to serving these communities.  
Recommendations 
The following recommendations are based on both the responses to the questions in the 
final interview, “In what ways, if any, did your Upward Bound participation impact your first-
year experience?”, and “As an expert in the first-year college experience of Upward Bound 
alumni, what recommendations do you have for UB programs to expand and improve its services 
to best prepare its alumni for success in college?” and recounts of the college experiences of the 
participants. I have provided both general and very specific recommendations for various 
constituencies, from the highest level, which includes the U.S. Department of Education and 
higher education in general, to the individual project level. 
Recommendations for the U.S. Department of Education 
As the funding and policy body for Upward Bound projects, changes at the highest level 
are necessary.   
Reporting. It is a challenge to collect data for thousands of TRIO programs in a manner 
that easily demonstrates efficacy. Qualitative data is more challenging to standardize and 
interpret; however, it is necessary. The research indicates that there is little data to demonstrate 
what pre-college interventions, such as those offered by Upward Bound, are effective. Support 
services must address needs that are explicitly expressed, not simply presumed. DOE should find 
ways to include qualitative reporting for its projects, perhaps merely an executive summary that 
153 
 
requires project directors to reflect on their project’s performance. If federal objectives are not 
being met, one hopes that project administrators will attempt to discover the reasons why.  
However, it is easy to become complacent when objectives are being met. It is simple to point to 
the numbers and think “we’re good.” Without the requirement to look further and dig deeper, 
reflection and innovation will likely not take place.   
Language. DOE and others should consider looking closely at language. Definitions of 
first-generation college students and low-income students often lead with deficit language, for 
example, students whose parents have not earned college degrees.   
Recommendations for Higher Education 
The experiences shared by participants are those that took place in college, within the 
context of higher education. Therefore, the following recommendations are directed to those 
institutions.  
Campus tours. Designing tours exclusively for FGS may not be practical, but being 
mindful of the lack of knowledge that many families have of the college experience should be a 
consideration. Parents of FGS, as well as students, may be reluctant to ask questions in large tour 
groups; they may not even know what to ask. Perhaps an item about FGS status can be added to 
requests for tours so guides are better prepared to offer information that may be most useful to 
those visitors. Creating a tour environment that makes all visitors feel welcome should be a goal 
of all admission offices. This can be accomplished by ensuring that tour guides represent diverse 
backgrounds and experiences, by highlighting services that may be of interest to FGS and 
students of color, and by avoiding assumptions about general college knowledge. 
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Applications. Many college applications continue to include essay prompts that focus on 
challenges and obstacles faced. These are generally for the purpose of enabling applicants to 
share their eventual success and lessons. However, one participant mentioned how distressing it 
was to have to share her essays with others; feelings of inadequacy were at play. She chose not to 
share them with her parents for fear that they would feel bad or guilty that her life involved 
hardships. Aside from the obvious call to postsecondary institutions to find ways to increase 
admissions opportunities for traditionally underrepresented populations, they should consider 
ways to make the application process sensitive to those groups.  
Orientation. This is tricky. Typical orientation weekends are designed to create 
community and have students and families buy into the university's culture. Bringing students 
together signals “we are all one,” separating groups by affinity groups such as religion, ethnicity, 
or first-generation status, while affirming in intent, may cause a divide. I don’t know what the 
happy medium is, but care must be taken to acknowledge various identities without creating 
silos. Lastly, in the spirit of getting to know one another, assumptions about what is common 
knowledge and common experiences must be avoided. A student who has never traveled by 
plane or outside of their city, or who has never attended a theatrical performance, will feel an 
immediate sense of discomfort and alienation faced with these types of topics.  
Staff/training. First and foremost, ensure that there are staff and faculty members who 
have similar backgrounds to the students at their institutions. Until that actually happens, how do 
faculty and staff learn more about the experiences of these students on their campuses in order to 
support their particular needs? It is known, for example, that FGS are less inclined to ask 
questions, even though they may be less prepared for college work than their non-FGS. I believe 
155 
 
less emphasis on participation grades and a shift to mandatory versus optional office hours can 
help. Also, many courses require a great deal of group work. For FGS who generally work more 
hours, are more likely to commute, and have less disposable income, coordinating and executing 
group assignments may pose challenging and can be the cause of stress. The inability to 
contribute to groups in the same manner as their peers has the potential to further stigmatize 
theses students. Faculty should be sensitive to this reality.  
Funding. With the constant threat of decreased federal funding for Upward Bound, 
considerations should be made to ensure that projects can continue to exist. The research 
indicates that these programs work, therefore it is critical that they remain in place.  
Recommendations for Upward Bound Projects 
Many of the following recommendations are in response to the question to participants 
asking for suggestions for ways to increase or improve UB services. Given the number of 
projects throughout the country, it is possible that these suggestions are already taking place in 
many, however they are worth noting.  
Mental health. There are several recommendations related to mental health, the first is to 
normalize the topic in a couple of ways. One way is to incorporate a holistic approach to 
wellness throughout Upward Bound programming. For example, avoid an emphasis on reactive 
activities like stress management prior to exams, or anything that can be construed as a remedy. 
Instead, consider offerings such as meditation, mindfulness, small-group sharing, and even yoga 
throughout the year, services that provide ways to acknowledge and name stressors and act 
proactively.  
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A second strategy is to discuss the causes of stress and anxiety openly and regularly, and 
remind students that these feelings are normal, expected, and manageable. Getting families 
involved in these conversations is critical. It is important to help parents understand the feelings 
students are experiencing throughout their educational careers, from navigating high school and 
trying to be competitive students, to applying for college, and ultimately transitioning to and 
succeeding in college. Parents are generally unfamiliar with those experiences, which makes 
initiating the conversations difficult. UB can be the catalyst for beginning that dialogue.  
It is important to normalize seeking help. When touring college campuses and before 
sending graduating seniors off to college, UB staff should remind students about counseling 
services. It is common when scheduling a college tour that stops at the campus bookstore, the 
gymnasium, a lecture hall, the library, perhaps a cultural center, and the dining and residences 
halls are requested. The message being that these are some of the most important places on 
campus. University health and counseling centers must also be included on that list, signaling 
that physical and mental health are essential components of academic success and overall 
wellness. These services should not be afterthoughts or those that students discover on their own 
once they are in need. They should be introduced as key services that are provided because they 
are important and necessary.  
Another common component of college tours involves the solicitation of college students, 
often Program alumni if they attend the targeted college campuses, to speak to UB participants 
about their experiences. Having UB students see and hear from students with similar 
backgrounds is encouraging. Again, an adjustment to what is emphasized could be beneficial. 
For example, having college students talk about their majors, extracurricular activities and dorm 
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life is exciting for UB students. What should also be included are stories of struggles and 
triumphs. Lessons on surprises, disappointments, and perseverance. It is not expected that all 
students will struggle, but it is likely that college students with similar profiles as Upward Bound 
participants will experience challenges that only they can accurately describe to their young 
peers. Painting a vision of an experience that is realistic and hopeful can lessen the shock that 
UB alumni may experience in college.  
JD mentioned the need to know more about “the demographics of colleges”. It is 
important to prepare students for the feelings they might experience at college, just because it is 
college, but also, since many will attend institutions that are largely white, there may be issues of 
alienation and culture shock associated with wealth and privilege. It is important to 
acknowledge, name, and talk about those feelings so students are not blindsided when they arise. 
Also related is he need to help parents understand what their children may experience in college 
so they are prepared to listen to and support them. They may not have the experience to provide 
guidance, but from what students shared, they would feel more open to share their feelings with 
parents if they felt their parents would be more understanding, and would not either dismiss, or 
overact.  
Creating community. The importance of connections to other students with similar 
backgrounds, goals and aspirations, was clear. Finding ways for students to connect and “find 
their people” is critical. Having others who you trust and who will encourage you, beyond the 
UB experience, was shown to be important. To do that, UB projects must establish a clear vision 
of who they, what they believe in, and what they expect of community members. That vision and 
philosophy must be re-visited and articulated often. By having standards, establishing rituals and 
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traditions, and holding all communities accountable to abide by what it means to be part of their 
UB communities, participants can fully embrace their place within them. Also, the message that 
“once part of this, always a part of this” needs to be conveyed to give participants the security of 
always having people who will support and care for them.  
Beyond the individual Upward Bound project experience, establishing connections within 
the greater UB community provides participants with a larger circle of support and identity. UB 
projects should seek opportunities for collaboration with other projects for this purpose. One 
recommendation for helping alumni successfully transition to their college campuses is for UB 
projects to connect their recent graduates to other UB participants who will be attending the 
same institutions, and to connect those students with alumni already in attendance at those 
schools. As research participants have shared, “finding their people” and feeling a sense of 
belonging in college is critical to their academic success and mental health.   
Lastly, many college campuses have targeted resources for FG and LI students like UB 
alumni. Departments such as the Educational Opportunity Program and TRIO Student Support 
Services exist to help retain and graduate these students. It is not enough to merely mention these 
departments to students. UB staff should make efforts to connect their alumni directly with 
campus resources––to “hand off” their alumni to receiving college professionals who will 
provide the services necessary for their success.  
Cultivating staff. Most participants spoke of the family-like community they 
experienced in UB. The bonds they developed helped them feel connected to something larger 
than themselves while in high school, and in many cases sustained them in college. JD talked 
about the adjustment required when two long-time staff members left his UB project, lamenting 
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that the trust that had been previously established had to be developed once again; something 
difficult for students. Marty summed up his experience with UB with one word, intimacy. 
However, Stärke spoke of a disconnect between some staff members and students, noting that 
while the family aspect of their project was touted, they did not always know how to behave 
because they were not truly familiar with the project administrators. What these examples 
represent is the importance of student/staff connections and the need for UB projects to recruit, 
train, and support their staff members with intention and care.  
An emphasis should be placed on creating staff teams who can support one another and 
are able to develop trusting relationships with students to ensure that inventions are designed that 
address student needs and are delivered in ways that honor and uplift participants. Staff members 
should be provided proper training and support that contributes to both professional development 
and personal satisfaction so they may grow and thrive in the same ways that we aspire for UB 
participants, and as a bonus this may increase staff retention. As both JD and Marty noted, when 
students trust and feel connected to staff, they are more inclined to be open, honest and receptive 
to advice and guidance.  
Cultivate capital. JD expressed surprise and pride when told of the forms of capital that 
appeared to be present in his educational journey. Upward Bound projects should resist any 
deficit thinking when designing their services. Developing the strengths that participants possess 
does not have to follow a Yosso-inspired model, but some programming around augmenting the 
capital that students possess and ensuring that projects equip participants with the social capital 
necessary to be successful in college is recommended. UB participants must know their strengths 
in order to draw upon them. One cannot leverage something they cannot name or understand. UB 
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projects must send their graduates off to college with a realistic picture of what it might look 
like, but also with the knowledge that the tools needed to do well are within them.  
Solicit stories. The final recommendation is simple: continue to have students tell their 
stories. Ask questions. Listen. Act. The unanimous consensus regarding the value of telling one’s 
story was incredibly positive. One participant commented that they were “holding back tears” as 
they described what it meant to share their experience.  
These stories affirm the existence of capital that will benefit participants beyond college. 
Their experiences challenged their expectations of college going in, but the power of reflection 
helped them realize that they do have forms of capital that are simply not being captured by the 
dominant narrative. Students are not typically asked what they want or think; everything is 
prescribed for them. This experience allowed them to be the source of information for other 
FGS; it elevated their voices, and empowered people who traditionally have not had voice.  
Recommendations for Future Research  
Future research on Upward Bound and the experiences of first-generation college 
students should continue to privilege students’ voices in efforts to understand students’ 
experiences. Additional qualitative data on students’ experiences could help drive changes to UB 
programming and higher education policy and practice. Too often, students’ experiences are 
boiled down to numbers on a standardized spreadsheet, which can only tell a part of the story. 
Research intent on capturing the qualitatively unique experiences of students can augment 
quantitative data, together painting a full picture of student challenges and successes.  
Studies that add nuance to our understanding of the connections between imposter 
syndrome, feelings of belonging, and the implications of the impact on college persistence, 
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would be valuable for educators at the PK-12 and higher education levels. Specifically, studies 
should be conducted to examine key factors that contribute to students’ feelings of safety and 
belonging on college campuses. Further, studies are needed to illuminate the steps institutions of 
higher education should take to create a climate and services that will contribute to students’ 
greater sense of belonging on campus.   
The Power of Stories 
It's easy to just get lost in the numbers . . . so it's like showing your work and showing you how 
you got there, it's going to help others get there.–Scott 
 
While not entirely surprising, the power of stories was abundantly evident. They must be 
told for multiple reasons.  First, from a practical perspective, stories provide data, data that helps 
programs demonstrate their success and advocate for support. From a social justice perspective, 
stories give voice to the voiceless. JD spoke of changing the narrative to one where his was the 
principle voice, versus one created by others making assumptions about his lived experiences. In 
addition, storytelling empowers. Participants shared that they are so caught up with the day to 
day grind that there is no time for reflection and an appreciation of their accomplishments. 
Lastly, stories provide capital. Alumni stories and experiences serve as social capital for the 
students who will follow. Their stories are also a form of currency. Many students do not have 
the financial means to “give back” to their projects, but their words are their tokens of gratitude.  
Giving Back 
Overwhelmingly, participants said they had volunteered for this research as a way of 
giving back. When Joann read the solicitation email she “got happy” and felt that so much had 
been done for her that she could never repay. Similarly, Marty viewed the participation as a 
means to give back to a program for which he had great affinity and connection.  
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Ann spoke of making a contribution to something she believed would benefit future 
generations. She wanted her story to be told because “this is a success story; this is someone who 
went through it all and managed to make it out alive.” She views her story as also “a caution” for 
students to take “her history and learn from it,” to learn what to watch out for, to learn how to 
manage their finances, to learn to concentrate on their studies.  
Scott’s primary reason for participating was also about giving back “because the Program 
has given me a lot.” Assisting in any way possible is something he is committed to because of 
the impact those actions by other alums had on him, so “passing it forward” was his goal. Also as 
a senior, he felt that it was time to not only “learn from others, but to help others learn.”  
For Amy, giving back meant spreading the word about the Program so others could 
“understand that people have unique situations, and even though we're all under the umbrella of 
low-income, first-generation students, our journeys are similar, but not the same.” It was 
important for her to provide insight into her own journey and perspective in the hope that others 
can relate to and learn from it, and recognize the role that Upward Bound has had in her journey.  
Arturo admitted that seeing himself in the final product and how his experiences 
compared to others was something he was looking forward to. But “giving back in any way” was 
also a big motivator, and now he understands how “reflecting on stuff is just good.”  
JD also wished to contribute to the Program and help it become better known. As a 
former participant and knowing there was little previous research on Upward Bound, he stated:  
I think contributing to making that kind of footprint in academia is really big, so I 
definitely wanted to help in any way possible, because I know how much this program 
means to me and how much it impacted my own life and others. 
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He felt it was rare that others knew about Upward Bound, other than perhaps the name. The 
details and “all it entails” are unknown, therefore it was important for him to “educate them” on 
the Program; as he noted in our interview, to do so “would be good enough for me.”    
Lastly, Stärke was a bit embarrassed to “say this out loud because I feel like it might 
come off selfish,” but they generally like to talk about themselves. It is helpful in understanding 
how they think, and how and why they do the things they do. 
But also, just in general, I'm not wealthy. I don't know how to give back to my 
community, but that's always been instilled, like give back to the community, and if this 
research is going to help future students, yeah, then what do I have to lose?      
The Research Experience 
In the third interview, participants were asked to reflect on the experience, and whether 
they believed story telling was valuable. Participants unanimously responded positively. Their 
accounts of what it meant to have had the opportunity to have their voices heard, coupled with 
their ability to reflect on their collegiate journeys, were powerful.  
To begin, Scott’s analogy of why capturing stories is important was priceless and 
appropriate, especially given part of this research project’s stated problem and purpose of 
“replacing numbers with narratives.” He felt that the practice of asking alumni to share their 
stories was essential to understanding their experiences and helping others: 
It's easy to just get lost in the numbers, like this student entered the Program with this 
GPA and exited with this one, and now is at this university. But getting more detail, like 
how they got there, it's like a weird analogy, like showing the work of a math problem. In 
school, they tell you to show your work because they want you to see how you got from 
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point A to point B. Now you’ve got the results of the journeys, that helps you replicate 
that. How do I make sure students, what is the common theme of like how do students get 
from point A to point B and how can I use that as a way to help others do the same? 
JD also commented on the value of students’ stories saying the experience had been great 
for him and one that he believed to be useful. He felt that if interviewing alumni had not been 
happening already, “it was weird” because it should be a “no brainer” to speak with “people who 
have actually lived it”:  
Yeah like all these types of papers about, like minorities going through high school and 
then trying to get into college, I think hearing their story is very important. Like you said, 
it's not only about, for example, what they don't have, but it's also about the things that 
they do have. I think that's really important to also shed light on. I think there's this 
constant thing, like, oh we should feel sorry for these kids, they don't have anything. It's 
like, I don't feel sad. That's the exact opposite. I think that's kind of weird like you know 
someone comes up to you. Oh, you're a minority, it's so hard, it's like, I mean yeah, but 
not really. You know, I think that's kind of like an over hyperbole of like the situation, 
and doing these interviews definitely sheds a lot more light on the situation.   
Voice 
Being asked and being heard was important. For Stärke in particular, having their voice 
heard was significant and empowering. As they answered the question about the research 
experience, they described the happiness they felt about sharing their story and how it made the 
“cogs turn in their brain” as they considered all their “intertwined identities.”  
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I very much feel that I make myself smaller because I've often been silenced or pushed 
aside or talked over. I think that plays a very big role in wanting to do this, to tell my 
story and talk about myself and wanting to like, I'm just like thinking about it I'm just like 
all the things that I write about and like the connections and like why my voice is so 
strong, and it's really interesting to see that that's the reason I want to be heard.  
I realized that's why I like to talk about myself, because, being Central American 
particularly, it's so rare that I see someone who is female-presenting, who is a woman, 
who is queer, who is brown. And I'm very tired of it. I've had a good time, I'm enjoying 
this connection that we've created, and I'm looking forward to seeing what the endpoint is 
going to be. I think that you have given me power in being able to tell my story. 
Amy shared that talking about her journey was always a positive experience for her 
because each time she shares she feels that she learns something new. The action of putting her 
thoughts and feelings into words is helpful for her. It provides the opportunity to reflect.  
Reflection 
Participants appreciated the opportunity to reflect upon their childhood and college 
experiences and often expressed gratitude for the chance to pause and look back on their 
journeys. For many college students, time to reflect is a luxury and without specific, probing 
questions, perhaps not very effective. It was heartening to hear the participants' responses.  
Ann described the experience as eye-opening, adding that  
. . . [much] of the stuff that I went through, I kind of brushed off as a normal college 
experience, but upon talking to you and having to think about many parts of my college 
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life, I began to realize that it's not really normal and it's very significant to my experience, 
and my situation, it also affected me in my normal life.  
The experience was “eye-opening” for Amy as well. She said she has “these thoughts and 
feelings” but she does not talk about them. She understands the importance of sharing those 
feelings and “getting them off my head,” which is why she has joined organizations with “like-
minded individuals” so she can initiate conversations about their experiences in college “because 
I feel it's very important and very relevant.” As she noted:   
It's like because we're not really prioritized on this campus and this system isn't made for 
us, and it really tries to push us out sometimes, but through these conversations, I feel 
like it opens up hope for people to be able to do it, even if they're struggling through it 
right now. It's always an option to keep on going, or to find an alternative to where we're 
not looked down upon as a community. 
Joann used a similar term, “an eye-opener,” to describe her research experience. She 
stated that while she is the one “living these things,” she didn’t realize, “until like I'm saying 
them,” how differently she and her family were raised, and “how far like we've come in life”:  
Even with all our failures we’re still standing strong and not giving up. That's something 
I started realizing after our second session, like wow, I've done this and that and even 
though I failed sometimes, it's okay I'm only human, I can always get back up and do it 
again. That's what I've been doing, realizing, and I think I'm a little bit too hard on myself 
if I can't pass something. I'm kind of just giving myself a break as well, because I know I 
do so much, and like, not everything can be done. Hmm. So, it's a little eye opener. 
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Scott shared how valuable the experience had been for him. He said the time to reflect 
was not an “everyday thing” where one can “just sit back” and recall the past, particularly 
because “no one's asking you those questions, and like you're not asking yourself.” Instead, most 
people are only concerned with what they have to do that day. So for Scott, to take a look back at 
the past four years “even before that” was “very reflective”: 
It's a great reflection of like how it was, why you're here, and what got you here, which is 
always good, because in this day and age, especially in this country, everything is so 
rushed and you're already looking at the next step, it's good to sit back and think about, 
“wow, this is what I've accomplished already,” instead of “I haven't done all these other 
brilliant things I need to do.” It's really good to just sit back and be like, “at least I did 
this, you've done this and this, so don't worry.” It has helped me to see I did a lot of stuff, 
I have accomplished a lot already, and I should be proud of it. 
For Marty, “speaking about it aloud” rather than “just reflecting and thinking about” 
things was interesting and “introspective.” One’s thoughts may be “hazy” and unorganized, but 
responding to specific questions made him really work through his thoughts and answers. Like 
Scott, Marty mentioned time moving quickly, resulting in the inability to stop and think.  
When I talked, it's very reminiscent of being caught in college. It’s such a fast pace of 
life. It’s “oh, what's the next assignment, what's the next thing to do”. And to take even 
this hour or 30 minutes of an interview and say “hey remember what happened this long? 
Oh man, yeah I do remember.” It's like I remember what I was during that time, I said to 
myself, at that moment, at the present, this serious, I need to make sure I remember this. 
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It's just interesting seeing my own identity go through those memories, because it's not to 
say that you're different, but you definitely grow I guess through these experiences.  
Arturo also described his experience as reflective, saying that a course he had recently 
completed, and these interviews, made him reflect a great deal on this college experience. As he 
began college he was “proud to be an exception, or like an anomaly and now I'm starting to see 
that's not how it should be”. Reflecting on what he might describe as his privilege to attend a top-
tier university, he talked about the small number of students from his high school who were 
admitted to his university, “but I was the only one fortunate enough to be able to afford the 
school, just because of the scholarships they gave me.” For a long time he was proud of the fact 
that he was “one of few,” he thought it was a good thing and something to be proud of. Now, 
from a more reflective and perhaps social justice perspective, he has begun to see his status as 
“not a good thing to be proud of.” Perhaps Arturo was experiencing some survivor’s guilt.  
If you're the only one, I don't know, like how do you normalize a college-going 
environment in [your high school] wherever it be, and that's what Upward Bound does to 
everyone that participates. It's like okay, it's no big deal, everyone's going to college. We 
know it, it's just like that, but at [his high school] that's not how it is. And for a lot of 
people without this program, college-going, it's just not even that it's not normalized, it's 
just not possible, or seen as possible for them. I think that for me it really put it into 
perspective, how much the Program does really help you. Year one through year four, it 
just becomes normal for you. After a certain point, it’s just okay this is what we do, no 
complaint, that’s just what we're going to do. And for some people, they don't have that 
luxury. That's why programs like this exist. I just did a lot of reflection about that.  
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Lastly, JD said that the overall experience had been a great thing, providing him with 
time “to reflect on everything, especially being my senior year, that's kind of fitting.” He had not, 
until this project, had a chance to reflect on his life “way back since high school” and how he has 
arrived at this place in his life. He enjoyed “figuring things out” so he could respond to 
questions, and the surprise of learning about things that he had not noticed before, that “I really 
didn’t notice until I had to put them into words,” and “yeah, it’s been a really great experience.”  
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Conclusion 
This study was designed to record stories, replace numbers with narratives, and ideally 
used what was shared to develop inventions to support students while they participate in the 
Upward Bound Program and as they progress through college. While much of this was 
accomplished, numerous questions remain: How do Upward Bound projects best prepare their 
participants to successfully navigate the college experience? How do we, as educators, equip 
students with information about the real challenges they will face—culture shock, academic 
shortcomings, emotional distress, imposter syndrome and survivor’s guilt—without painting a 
picture so grim that it frightens them? At the same time, how should educators avoid softening 
reality with “you can do it” messages that while encouraging, may potentially set students up for 
shock due to a sugar-coated version of college? Somewhere in the middle is the answer. 
However, that answer cannot be provided without first-hand stories from Program alumni. And 
creating experiences that equip Upward Bound alumni and students with similar backgrounds for 
thriving versus merely surviving cannot occur without the assistance of higher education. 
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Epilogue 
This dissertation began with my own story. One I had not so completely told until I began 
my doctoral studies. I embarked on my research with the hope that it would be illustrative and 
useful for the academy. However, I was not prepared for the impact it would have on me as a 
researcher. I suppose it is common for participants to be viewed as those who give, they provide 
the data after all. That was certainly the case for this study. But I was able to give participants 
something: together we were able to name, and they were able to claim, their power and 
strengths. Their reactions to the realization that their success up this point has not been due to 
luck, or being in the right place at the right time, was powerful. They initially accepted their 
identified capital with a degree of surprise. And as the reality of their experiences sank in, they 
embraced their strengths with warranted pride. It was as if they had sensed their strengths and 
understood their resilience, but it had never been acknowledged and confirmed before. The 
picture had never been painted. My ability to have a small part in their newfound pride was my 
gift. As researcher, the opportunity to honor and empower participants with the ability to share 
their stories was a life-changing and career-affirming privilege. Ultimately, the telling of others’ 
stories has served to help complete my own.  
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APPENDIX A 
Upward Bound Annual Performance Report (Abridged) 
From U.S. Department of Education 
OMB Approval No:  1840-0831 
Expiration Date: 02/29/2020 
 
General Instructions for the Upward Bound and Upward Bound Math-Science Programs’ 
Annual Performance Report 2017–18 
INTRODUCTION 
A. What does this package contain? 
This package contains the forms and instructions needed to prepare the annual performance report 
(APR) for the Upward Bound (UB) and Upward Bound Math-Science (UBMS) programs.  The 
Department of Education uses the information conveyed in the performance report to assess a 
grantee’s progress in meeting its approved goals and objectives and to evaluate a grantee’s prior 
experience in accordance with the program regulations in 34 CFR 645.32.  Grantees’ annual 
performance reports also provide information on the outcomes of projects’ work and of the UB 
and UBMS programs as a whole.  APR data also allows the Department to respond to the reporting 
requirements of the Government Performance and Results Act (GPRA) and the Higher Education 
Opportunity Act of 2008 (HEOA). 
 
B. What are the legislative and regulatory authorities to collect this information? 
  
● Title IV, Part A, Subpart 2, Chapter 1, Section 402A and Section 402C, of the Higher 
Education Act of 1965, as amended; 
● The program regulations in 34 CFR Part 645; and  
● Sections 75.590 and 75.720 of the Education Department General Administrative 
Regulations (EDGAR). 
 
C. Who must submit this data report?  
All grantees funded under the Upward Bound and Upward Bound Math-Science programs must 
submit annual performance reports as a condition of the grant award. 
D. What period of time is covered in the report? 
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For which students should the grantee provide data? 
The report covers the 12-month project year for which the grant has been made.  This information 
can be found in block 6 of the Grant Award Notification. 
In determining which participant records to include, a grantee must use the regulatory definition 
of a participant in 34 CFR 645.6, which includes a minimum period that a student must be served 
before he or she may be counted in the APR as a participant. 
E. How long must prior-year participants be tracked and included on the APR data file?  
Need for data:  As noted at the outset of these instructions, the Department needs grantees’ data 
not only to calculate prior experience (PE) points, but also to meet program-level reporting 
requirements mandated by law and to perform other data analyses for these large and important 
programs. 
Relevance to PE calculations:  Three of the PE objectives in particular affect the number of project 
years over which grantees are required to report on participants.  For these objectives (all of which 
are found in the “Definitions That Apply” at the end of this document), grantees will be reporting 
on groups of current and prior-year participants.  You will thus continue to include in your data 
file individuals whom you haven’t served for some time.  To the extent possible, you are to “track” 
the prior-year participants, i.e., you must try to get updated information about them.  We recognize 
that some prior-year participants may be very hard to track, but it is to your advantage and the 
advantage of TRIO that you make a good attempt.   
wherever appropriate in updating the file. 
F. What information must be submitted? 
The report consists of two sections, both of which all grantees must complete: 
● Section I requests project-identifying data and information on the way in which the 
project has addressed the Competitive Preference Priority announced for the 2017 
grant competition. 
 
● Section II contains detailed instructions for preparing a data file of information on 
individual participants.  
 
G. When must the report be filed? 
The annual report must normally be submitted electronically within 90 days of the end of each 12-
month project period. For the regular UB projects with twelve-month project periods that begin in 
June or July, the Department normally extends the report due date so that all UB projects can report 
on postsecondary enrollment status for the fall term following the project period. In the case of the 
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2017–18 APR, the planned date for availability of the online APR is November 1, 2018, with a 
planned due date of December 5, 2018. 
SECTION II:  RECORD STRUCTURE FOR PARTICIPANT LIST 
RATIONALE FOR FIELDS 
The Department will use the data that grantees provide in Section II to assess the project’s 
progress in meeting its objectives and to evaluate the grantee’s prior experience.  The data also 
allows the Department to respond to reporting requirements of the Government Performance and 
Results Act (GPRA) and the HEOA, and to assess the UB and UBMS programs’ performance in 
light of the performance measures found in the instructions for the 2012 and 2017 grant 
competitions. 
SECTION II:  GENERAL INSTRUCTIONS 
 
SECTION II:  SUPPLEMENTAL INSTRUCTIONS 
 
Field #1—PR/Award Number (pre-populated) 
Once the grantee has successfully logged in to the UB APR Web application, this field will be pre-
populated for each participant record.  
Field #2—Batch Year (pre-populated) 
Use the four-digit year provided on the form. This number will change with each year’s submission. 
The Batch Year designates the fiscal year funding for the project period reported. TRIO grants are 
forward-funded. Therefore, as an example, fiscal year 2017 funds were used to support project 
activities in the 2017–18 program year. Thus, the data file for Batch Year 2017 will include information 
on project participants served or tracked during program year 2017–18. 
Field #4--Social Security Number (SSN) 
SSNs are very important as they allow the Department to match participant records across years and to 
match participant lists with the federal financial aid files for purposes of tracking participant outcomes. 
If a project does not know the SSN for a student, please enter “0s” rather than enter other forms of 
identification numbers.  So as to allow participants’ records to match across years, this data must match 
your 2016–17 APR (except for students new in 2017–18).  
 
Field #5––#8—Student Identifying Information 
Please pay special attention to the required formatting for each field.  So as to allow participants’ records 
to match across years, this data must match your 2016–17 APR (except for students new in 2017–18). 
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Fields #9––#14—Gender, Ethnicity (Hispanic), and Race 
On October 19, 2007, ED released revised, Department-wide guidance on how institutions should 
collect and maintain data on race and ethnicity and on how they should report such data in the aggregate: 
Field #16—Eligibility (at time of initial selection) 
The statute and regulations governing the Upward Bound programs require that an individual, at 
the time of initial selection for the project, must be a “low-income individual,” a “potential first-
generation college student,” or “an individual who has a high risk for academic failure.”  (These 
terms are defined in the section on “Definitions That Apply.”) No less than two-thirds of the 
project’s participants each year must be both low-income and potential first-generation college 
students; the remaining one-third must be low-income individuals, potential first-generation 
college students, or individuals who have a high risk for academic failure. 
Fields #17–19—Evidence of High-Risk Status for Academic Failure (time of initial selection) 
As indicated above, one criterion for eligibility in the Upward Bound programs is high risk for 
academic failure.  The program regulations define an individual at such risk as one who, at the 
time of initial selection, (a) has not achieved at the proficient level on State assessments in 
reading/language arts and/or in math; (b) has not successfully completed pre-algebra or algebra by 
the beginning of the tenth grade; or (c) has a grade point average of 2.5 or less (on a 4.0 scale) for 
the most recent school year for which grade point averages are available.  Information collected in 
fields #17–19 will indicate whether a student is at high risk for academic failure, as so defined, 
and therefore eligible for services on those grounds.  
Field #17—Reading/Language Arts or Math Proficiency Not Achieved (at time of initial 
selection) 
Middle school state assessments may be used for this field if they are the most recent such tests 
available for the student.  Note that proficiency on state assessments is used for two purposes in 
the APR:  as a criterion for high-risk status here, and as measures of academic proficiency for one 
of the PE objectives in fields #39 and 40.  As explained in the instructions for those fields, a 
project’s response may change over several reporting periods (if, for example, a student fails to 
achieve proficiency in tests administered in the 10th grade, but succeeds in the 11th grade).  In field 
#17, however, since the response represents proficiency at one single point in time (time of initial 
selection), the response must not change once it is submitted.  
Field #18—Low Grade Point Average (at time of initial selection) 
Middle school GPAs are permissible for this field to establish the level of academic need for 
participants first served as ninth-graders or rising ninth-graders. 
Field #19—Pre-Algebra/Algebra Not Successfully Completed by Beginning of 10th Grade 
“Successful completion” signifies that the student passed an algebra or pre-algebra course, 
received high school credit, and will not need to repeat the course.  
 Field #20—Limited English Proficiency (at time of initial selection) 
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Refer to the section on “Definitions That Apply” to determine if the participant, at time of initial 
selection into the project, was of “Limited English Proficiency.” 
 
Field #21—Disconnected Youth (at time of initial selection) 
Refer to the section on “Definitions That Apply” to determine if the participant, at time of initial 
selection, met the definition of “disconnected youth.”  
Field #22—Other Academic Need (at time of initial selection) 
In accordance with 34 CFR 645.3(c), a project, in selecting individuals to participate in an Upward 
Bound program, must determine that an individual needs academic support if he or she is to pursue 
successfully a program of education beyond high school.  Field #22 lists criteria (other than those listed 
in fields #17–19) commonly used by projects to determine an individual’s need for services; please 
choose whichever criterion was primary for the student.  If the project has already indicated in fields 
#17–19 that a participant has academic need sufficient to demonstrate at-risk status for academic failure 
(as defined in the UB program regulations), the project should select option 16 in field #22, signifying 
that the student’s need was identified in  those fields. 
 
Field #23—Target School Identification Numbers 
Provide the 12-digit NCES school identification number for the secondary school the Upward 
Bound student attended at time of entry into the project. For “rising” ninth-graders (those first 
served the summer between completing eighth grade and starting ninth grade), provide the NCES 
school identification number for the school the student attended (or will attend) as a ninth-grader.  
Field #24—Date of First Project Service 
For new students, use the date the student first received service from the Upward Bound project 
that is submitting this report. Do not use the date of acceptance into the project unless that is the 
same as the date of first service. 
Field #25—Grade Level at First Service 
For new participants, enter the student’s grade at the time he or she first received UB services from 
the project that is submitting the report. For students served first during the summer component, 
select “rising” ninth-grader for those students who had completed eighth grade and would be 
entering ninth grade in the fall term; ninth grade itself is not a valid option for students first 
receiving service in the summer program.  For all other students first served during the summer 
component, enter the grade the student would enter for the fall academic term (e.g., for students 
first served in the summer between ninth and 10th grades, the correct code is 10; for those first 
served in the summer between 10th and 11th grades, the correct code is 11). In addition, this field 
provides an option for students first served in a fifth year of high school, which is to be used only 
for individuals also participating in dual enrollment programs entailing a fifth year of high school. 
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Field #26—Deceased or Incapacitated 
This field includes four options for reporting on those current or prior year participants who by the 
time the APR is submitted are deceased or permanently incapacitated.  It is important that the 
information provided in this field be consistent with the information in field #27 (PartCD).  If the 
participant is reported as a “prior participant” (option 4 in field #27), in field #26 you must select 
option 1, 2, 9, or 0.  If the participant is reported as a “current participant” (option 1, 2, 3 or 6 in 
field #27), in field #26 you must select option 3, 4, 9 or 0. 
 
Field #27—Participant Status  
For each participant, the grantee must review the options available and select or update this field 
as appropriate. The participant status options are:  
 
 
● New participant  
● Continuing participant  
● Reentry participant, previously served by project submitting report  
● Prior-year participant 
● Transfer participant  
 
Field #28—Participation Level  
Please note that a UB project with a June or July start date should select option #5 (participated in 
summer bridge only) in this field for a summer bridge student served during the reporting period. Any 
summer bridge student in these projects can be served only in the summer of the reporting year (and 
not the academic year), since a bridge student will presumably be attending college in the fall of the 
same year.  These projects should therefore be sure to code summer bridge students in field #28 with 
option 5 (participated in summer bridge only) and not with option 2 (participated in academic year and 
summer bridge). 
 
Field #29—Served By Another Federally Funded Program  
Although some project participants may have received services from another federally funded college 
access program in a prior year, in this field report only on the services received during the reporting 
year.  If the participant only received services during the reporting year from your project, select option 
8, Not applicable. 
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Fields #30–31—Grade Levels  
Field #30 requests the participant’s grade level at the beginning of the academic year coinciding 
with the project year (i.e., 2017–18); field #31 asks for the student’s grade level or postsecondary 
status at the beginning of the academic year following the project year (i.e., 2018–19). These fields 
are used to determine if the participant has progressed to the next grade or graduated.  Field #30 
includes an option for eighth-graders to allow reporting of students who joined the project as rising 
ninth-graders in the summer of 2017. For field #31 (secondary grade level or postsecondary status 
at the beginning of the academic year following the project year), please classify a student within 
a given secondary grade if that student has met the requirements for progression to that grade. For 
example, a student should be classified as an 11th-grader in field #31 if he or she successfully 
completed 10th grade in 2017–18 (or if he or she met requirements for 11th grade by doing extra 
work in the summer of 2018).  
 
Fields #32–33—High School Grade Point Averages 
Projects are encouraged to report data on GPAs carefully. The cumulative grade point averages 
provided should be calculated on all courses taken. Because middle school GPAs and high school 
GPAs are generally not comparable, middle school grades should not be used in calculating the 
two high school GPA fields (though they may be used in field #18, Low Grade Point Average at 
time of initial selection). 
Field # 34—High School Graduation Status  
Please note that accuracy is particularly important for this field since this field is used in calculating 
the secondary school retention and graduation objective.  See “Definitions That Apply” for the 
definition of a regular secondary school diploma. 
 
Field #35—Actual Date of HS Graduation (Or Completion of High School Equivalency 
Certificate) 
Report only high school graduation dates that have actually occurred by the time the APR is submitted. 
For those participants completing a high school equivalency certificate, please provide the completion 
date.  If a student completed the 12th grade but did not meet state or local requirements for graduation, 
use 66/66/6666, “Not applicable.”  Should the student subsequently meet the state or local requirement, 
update this field in a subsequent year’s APR. 
 
Field #36—Rigorous Secondary School Program of Study Completed 
Field #36 provides data needed to determine the extent to which the grantee has met its approved 
objective regarding participants’ successful pursuit of a rigorous secondary program of study.  See 
179 
 
“Definitions That Apply” for the regulations’ definition of a rigorous secondary school program of 
study. 
 
Field #37—Secondary School Retention and Graduation Objective—Numerator  
Beginning with the 2013–14 APR, this field was no longer used.  Instead, the Department uses the data 
reported in fields #30, #31, #34 and #35 to determine the number of participants served during the 
reporting year (i.e., 2017–18) who persisted in school during the next academic year (i.e., 2018–19) at 
the next grade level or had graduated high school with a regular diploma. 
 
Fields #38–39—High School Proficiency  
Projects must use only assessments that specifically indicate whether the student achieved at the 
proficient level. (Assessments designed for No Child Left Behind accountability are examples of such 
tests.) If a student did not originally meet the standard, but then subsequently did so by the end of his 
or her senior year, the project should choose option 3, “Yes.”  
 
Field #40—Advanced Placement (AP) or International Baccalaureate (IB) Course Completed 
This data is being gathered so as to allow TRIO to respond with greatest accuracy to the requirement 
in the HEOA to prepare a performance report on the UB and UBMS program that is to include 
comparative data, where available, on national performance of low-income, first-generation 
students.  The data from field #40 and from other fields in the APR may help TRIO to identify 
subgroups of national datasets that may have greater validity for comparative purposes than would a 
broader group. 
 
Field #41—Dual Enrollment Participation 
Field #41 allows grantees to report students’ participation in dual enrollment programs which, for 
the purpose of completing the UB APR, the Department defines as collaborative efforts between 
high schools and colleges that allow high school students to enroll in college-level courses and 
earn credit towards both a high school diploma and a college degree (college-credit dual 
enrollment) or a career preparation certificate (career dual enrollment).   
Field #42—Pre-diploma Credentials or Coursework Completed 
This field requests information on postsecondary credentials completed in dual enrollment programs 
and on postsecondary coursework completed outside of dual enrollment programs.  While 
postsecondary credentials earned prior to, or simultaneously with, high school graduation are not to be 
entered in fields #52–66, the Department wishes to gain a better understanding of the extent to which 
UB participants are completing PSE credentials in these programs; thus TRIO has established this 
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field.  Option 3, concerning postsecondary coursework completed outside of dual enrollment programs, 
will allow the Department also to learn more about the extent to which UB participants are engaged in 
such efforts. 
 
Field #43—Advanced Math Courses Completed  
This information is needed for reporting on one of the performance measures described in the 2012 and 
2017 UB and UBMS grant application instructions and listed in “Definitions That Apply.”  If the 
participant completed two years of mathematics beyond algebra 1 (e.g., geometry, algebra 2, 
trigonometry, or pre-calculus) by the end of the 12th grade, select option 1.  
 
Field #44—FAFSA Completed 
Please indicate whether current or prior-year participants who graduated from high school or received 
high school equivalency credentials during the project year completed the FAFSA.  This information 
is needed for reporting on the performance measures described in the 2012 and 2017 UB and UBMS 
grant application instructions and listed in “Definitions That Apply.”  While the Department has 
databases to help determine whether participants have completed the FAFSA, we are requesting this 
information in the APR to have more complete data in cases in which students’ identifying information 
does not match unambiguously with those databases.  For prior-year participants who graduated high 
school before the 2012–13 reporting year, please use option 9. 
 
Field #45—Date of Last Project Service  
If a student is still a participant in the Upward Bound project, enter “9s” (“Not applicable; 
participant is still in program”).  Report a date of last service only for those students who the 
project believes will not return, e.g., those who have graduated or moved out of the project’s target 
area. When reporting a date of last service, please do so regardless of the amount of time the 
student spent in the program. Providing these dates will allow the Department to obtain an accurate 
measure of the average length of time spent in the program prior to high school graduation. If a 
project omitted in last year’s report a date of last service for a given student who subsequently did 
not participate in the year on which the project is now reporting, please include that student in this 
year’s report as a prior-year participant and record a date of last project service for him or her, 
even if the date occurred in the prior reporting period.  
Field #46—Reason for Leaving Project 
Please select the code that best describes the reason the participant withdrew from the project. 
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Fields #47–51—Select Project Services and Activities 
Complete these fields only for project participants who participated in these activities during the 
reporting period. Use 9s, Not applicable, for prior-year participants. Of the academic instruction 
and services required or permitted by the authorizing statute and implementing regulations, the 
APR requests data on five  services and activities of special interest to the Department and for 
which evaluation data and other analyses have shown to be informative.  
Fields #52—Source of Postsecondary Education Information 
Self-explanatory. 
Field #53—Date of First Postsecondary School Enrollment 
Field #54—Postsecondary Education Enrollment Cohort 
This field is used to establish the cohort of students who will form the denominator for each 
project’s postsecondary completion objective and for relevant performance measures described in 
the 2012 and 2017 UB and UBMS grant application instructions and listed in “Definitions That 
Apply.”  If a participant graduates from high school in spring 2018 but does not enroll as specified 
in the objective, he or she will not be included in a postsecondary cohort and instead should be 
coded as 9999 in this field (“Not applicable, does not qualify for a cohort”). 
Field #55—School Code for Postsecondary Institution First Attended 
Provide the Federal School Code/OPE ID Number (Office of Postsecondary Education 
Institutional Number) for the postsecondary institution the UB/UBMS participant first attended. 
This is a six-digit number that is required on all federal financial aid documents.  Information 
regarding this number is included in Federal School Code Directory and can be accessed on the 
World Wide Web:  
Field #56—College Status at Beginning of Academic Year 2018–19 
For current year and prior-year year participants whose postsecondary education status is known, 
in field #56 provide information on the student’s college status at the beginning of academic year 
2018–19. 
Fields #57–62—Postsecondary Credentials Earned 
The information in fields #57–62 will allow the Department to report on participants’ attainment 
of various kinds of credentials over varying lengths of time, as specified in the performance 
measures described in the 2012 and 2017 UB and UBMS grant application instructions. Each type 
of credential is to be reported separately, as indicated in the fields. 
Field #61—Bachelor’s Degree Attained:  For a student enrolled in a dual degree program (not to 
be confused with a dual enrollment program; see “Definitions That Apply”) who has completed 
four years of postsecondary instruction, use option 1 (“Yes, attained bachelor’s degree”) to indicate 
that the student has accomplished the equivalent of a bachelor’s degree, though a degree was not 
awarded. 
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Field #63—Postsecondary Enrollment Objective--Numerator 
The denominator for calculating the PE objective on postsecondary enrollment is all current and 
prior-year UB and UBMS participants who graduated high school during school year 2017–18 
with a regular secondary school diploma. Participants coded 1 or 2 in field #63 will count towards 
the postsecondary enrollment objective. 
Field #64—Postsecondary Remediation  
This information is needed for reporting on one of the performance measures described in the 2012 
and 2017 UB and UBMS grant application instructions and listed in “Definitions That Apply.” 
Please provide data as available at the time the APR is submitted on prior-year participants in the 
2018 postsecondary education enrollment cohort (see field #54).  For a definition of remediation, 
please see “Definitions That Apply.” 
Field #65—Postsecondary Completion Objective—Numerator  
In reporting year 2017–18, grantees with awards in the 2007–12 cycle will report in this field on 
whether participants in the 2012 postsecondary education enrollment cohort (the denominator; see 
field #54) had achieved an associate or bachelor’s degree within six years of high school 
graduation (i.e., by the end of August 2018).  This data will be used to determine whether the 
grantee meets its target for the postsecondary completion objective. 
Field #66—Postsecondary STEM degree (UBMS grantees only)  
In reporting year 2017–18, grantees with awards in the 2007–12 cycle will report in this field on 
whether UBMS participants in the 2012 postsecondary education enrollment cohort (field #54) 
have achieved an associate or bachelor’s degree in a STEM field within six years of high school 
graduation (i.e., by the end of August 2018).  This information is needed for reporting on one of 
the performance measures described in the 2012 and 2017 UBMS grant application package and 
listed in “Definitions That Apply.”  UB grantees should choose option 9.  
Field 67—Participant’s Name Change (Optional) 
If a participant changed his or her name (for example, due to marriage), and if the project wishes 
to record this information in the APR to help track the student, the project may enter the 
participant’s changed full name (i.e., first and last name) in field #67.   
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APPENDIX B 
Interview Questions Organized by Interview Instance 
The following is the complete set of interview questions uses in the three semi-structured 
interviews, grouped according to the interview in which they may be used. Additionally, 
alternate question phrasings for participants who have completed more than one year of college 
at the time of the interview are presented in this section. Note that not all questions were used for 
all interviews depending on the amount of information provided by some of the initial questions.   
 
Interview 1: Background 
      
Introduction: “I would like to learn more about your background up until you began your first 
year of college.” 
 
● Can you tell me a little about your parents’ educational background? What about your 
siblings or other close family members?  
● When you think of “home” or “community” what does that look like? 
● How would you describe your upbringing?  
● Can you share one of your most vivid memories from high school?  
● What was the role of education in your home?  
● Do you remember any of the conversations that took place about education?  
● What was it like to attend your high school?  
● How would you describe yourself as a student?  
● Did you always want to attend college?  
● What did you imagine it would be like? 
● If not, what did you imagine doing instead? Why did you change your mind?  
● Tell me about the whole college application and decision process!  
● What was that like? Do you remember your first college acceptance, or rejection? 
How did that feel and who did you share that with? 
● What about the moment when you committed to your college? 
● What are your favorite memories of your time with UB?  
● Did you stay in touch with any of your UB friends after high school? Why or why 
not?  
● Is there anything else you wanted to talk about that we did not cover? 
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Interview 2: First-Year Experience 
      
Introduction: “Looking back on your first year of college, can you share a little about your 
experiences and feelings during the year”?  
 
● Tell me about your classes. How did you choose them? Did you work with someone to 
help guide you? Who was that and what were those interactions like?  
● What about your college engagement. What was your campus like? Did you live on 
campus? What type of activities did you participate in?  
● What expectations did you have about your first year of college?  
● Can you tell me about your first day or first couple of weeks?  
● Did you feel academically prepared to begin college?  
● If so, what do you think was the most important thing you learned prior to starting 
college that led to feeling prepared? If not, why? 
● Can you describe some of your first interactions with faculty?  
● Were you comfortable?  
● Did you feel emotionally and/or socially prepared to begin college?  
● If so, what were some factors that contributed to your confidence?If not, why?  
● I have read some research while writing this dissertation about the importance of students 
feeling like they belong on campus—was that your experience when you began college?  
● What made you feel like you belonged (or didn’t belong)?  
● Were there specific people who contributed to that feeling?  
● Any specific events or things that happened?  
● How do you think others perceived you? Why? 
● Did you feel you had the knowledge or experience needed to fit in in college?” 
● Did you experience any surprises during your first year? If so, what were they?  
● Who were some of the first friends you made in college? 
● How did you meet them and why do you think you became friends? 
● What has been your connection to UB since you graduated from high school?  
● How does your family feel about academic progress so far? What about your friends? 
What is your relationship like? Have you noticed any changes – in you, in them – since 
you have become a college student? If so, why do you think that is? 
● Can you recall a situation that caused you academic related stress? 
● Can you recall a social situation that was stressful for you? 
● Can you recall a situation that made you feel proud? 
● When you were on campus, where did you spend a lot of your time? Why there?  
● When thinking about your overall first-year experience, how would you describe it? 
● How would you compare it to your experience in high school? 
● Was your year anything like what you had envisioned it to be? 
● How are you feeling about starting/now being in your second year of college? 
● What is new/different about it? What’s the same? 
● Was there ever a time when you thought about quitting? What caused those 
thoughts and why didn’t you give up? 
● How did you learn how to “do college”?  
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Third Interview: Reflections 
Introduction: “Now that we have completed two interviews, I would like make sure I have 
accurately captured what you have said, and have a couple of final questions”. I this point I 
would share some of the forms of capital that appeared. 
 
• You’ve dedicated almost four hours of your time on this research! Why did you agree to 
participate? 
 
● The primary purpose of my study was to provide UB alumni with an opportunity to share 
their college story. What has this experience been like for you?  
● In thinking about your first-year experience, do you see any relationships between your 
UB experience and your college experience? 
● Finally, as an expert on the experience of Upward Bound alumni who have completed 
their first year of college, what recommendations do you have for UB programs to best 
prepare its students for college transition and success?  
o Was there anything in particular that was impactful for you, or anything that 
you wish would have been provided or designed differently? 
 
 
Alternate Questions for Participants Who Have Completed More Than  
One Year of College 
 
First-Year Experience—After Two Years 
 
Introduction: “Now that you have completed your second year of college, I would like to hear 
about your experiences and feelings during your first year of college and since”.  
● You are half-way through school! How does that make you feel? 
▪ Is your current educational path what you had expected it to be? 
● What expectations did you have about your first year of college? 
● Can you tell me about your first day or first couple of weeks? 
● How did the start of your second year compare to the first? 
● Did you feel academically prepared to begin college? 
▪ If so, what do you think was the most important thing you learned prior to 
starting college that led to feeling prepared?  
▪ If not, why? 
● Can you describe some of your first interactions with faculty? 
▪ Were you comfortable?  
● Did you feel emotionally and/or socially prepared to begin college? 
▪ If so, what were some factors that contributed to your confidence? 
▪ If not, why? 
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● I have read some research while writing this dissertation emphasizing the importance 
of students feeling like they belong on campus—was that your experience when you 
began college?  
● What made you feel like you belonged (or didn’t belong)?  
● Were there specific people who contributed to that feeling?  
● Specific events or things that happened?  
● How do you think others perceived you? Why? 
● Did you feel like you had the knowledge or experience you needed to fit in at 
your college?” 
● Did you experience any surprises during your first year? If so, what were they? 
● Who were some of the first friends you made in college? 
▪ How did you meet them and why do you think you became friends? 
● Can you recall a situation that was stressful for you? 
● Can you recall a situation that made you feel proud? 
● Was there a place on campus that you gravitated to? 
▪ If so, describe that place and how you felt there.  
● When thinking about your overall first-year experience, how would you describe it? 
● Were there any differences between your first and second year of college? ALL 
● If so, can you give me an example of what that looked like and why you think 
there were differences?  
● Are there thing you figured out that you applied in your second year? 
(Academics, social life, relationships with family, time management, etc.) 
 
First-Year Experience—After Three Years 
 
Introduction: “Now that you have completed three years of college, I would like to hear about 
your experiences and feelings during your first year of college as well as your more recent 
experiences”.  
 
● You are more than half-way through school! How does that make you feel? 
▪ Is your current educational path what you had expected it to be? 
● What expectations did you have about your first year of college? 
● What can you tell me about your first year? Are there any feelings or moments that 
particularly stand out?  
● Did you recall if you felt academically prepared to begin college? 
▪ If so, what do you think was the most important thing you learned prior to 
starting college that led to feeling prepared?  
▪ If not, why? 
● Can you describe some of your first interactions with faculty? 
▪ Were you comfortable?  
● Did you recall feeling emotionally and/or socially prepared to begin college? 
▪ If so, what were some factors that contributed to your confidence? 
▪ If not, why? 
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● I have read some research while writing this dissertation emphasizing the importance 
of students feeling like they belong on campus—was that your experience when you 
began college?  
● What made you feel like you belonged (or didn’t belong)?  
● Were there specific people who contributed to that feeling?  
● Specific events or things that happened?  
● Did you feel like you had the knowledge or experience you needed to fit in at 
your college?” 
● Did you experience any surprises during your first year? If so, what were they? 
● Who were some of the first friends you made in college? 
▪ How did you meet them and why do you think you became friends? 
● Can you recall a situation that was stressful for you? 
● Can you recall a situation that made you feel proud? 
● Was there a place on campus that you gravitated to? 
▪ If so, describe that place and how you felt there.  
● When thinking about your overall first-year experience, how would you describe it? 
● Were there any differences between your first and subsequent years of college?  
● If so, can you give me an example of what that looked like and why you think there 
were differences?  
▪ What were some of the academic, personal, or social changes that impacted 
your experience? 
 
First-Year Experience—After four years 
 
Introduction: “Now that you have completed four years of college, I would like to hear about 
your experiences and feelings during your first year of college as well as your more recent 
experiences”.  
● You are a graduate! Or, you are getting ready to graduate! How does that make you 
feel? 
▪ Is this where you thought you’d be four years ago?  
● Do you recall the expectations you had about your first year of college? 
● What can you tell me about your first year? Are there any feelings or moments that 
particularly stand out?  
● Did you recall if you felt academically prepared to begin college? 
▪ If so, what do you think was the most important thing you learned prior to 
starting college that led to feeling prepared?  
▪ If not, why? 
● Did you recall feeling emotionally and/or socially prepared to begin college? 
▪ If so, what were some factors that contributed to your confidence? 
▪ If not, why? 
● I have read some research while writing this dissertation emphasizing the importance 
of students feeling like they belong on campus—was that your experience when you 
began college?  
● What made you feel like you belonged (or didn’t belong)?  
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● Were there specific people who contributed to that feeling?  
● Specific events or things that happened?  
● Did you feel like you had the knowledge or experience you needed to fit in at 
your college?” 
● Did you sense of belonging change over the years? What contributed to that? 
● Did you experience any surprises during your first year? If so, what were they? 
● Who were some of the first friends you made in college? 
▪ How did you meet them and why do you think you became friends? 
● Can you recall a situation that was stressful for you? 
● Can you recall a situation that made you feel proud? 
● Was there a place on campus that you gravitated to? 
▪ If so, describe that place and how you felt there.  
● When thinking about your overall first-year experience, how would you describe it? 
● Were there any differences between your first and subsequent years of college?  
● If so, can you give me an example of what that looked like and why you think there 
were differences?  
● What were some of the academic, personal, or social changes that impacted your 
experience 
● How are you feeling as your approach graduation/now that you have graduated?  
What’s next for you? 
● What, if anything, would you do differently if you were beginning college all over 
again? What advice might you give to students who will be in college soon?   
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